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The purpose of this research study was to examine and analyze the perceptions of 
students with mild-moderate disabilities, teachers, and parents regarding the students’ 
experiences related to their secondary transition plan. More specifically, the qualitative single-
case study sought to identify areas of alignment and divergence of these three key members’ 
perspectives since experiences and perceptions are unique to an individual based on the context 
and individual’s perspective of the event. These findings suggested that the district showed 
experiences of valuable student presence and input in their IEP meetings and trusting supportive 
student-teacher relationships. The study also revealed that significant barriers to student-centered 
and relevant experiences and opportunities exist. Ongoing challenges experienced and perceived 
by students, teachers, and parents were limited planning time with the student, inconsistent 
student opportunities and experiences, student’s and parent’s limited understanding of 
IEP/transition- specifically that the sole means of an IEP is a means to pass courses and graduate, 
limited student voice in general education, and limited parental knowledge of student’s 
experiences related to planning and implementation. This research hopes to provide information 
that will enable school district officials to understand the students’ needs better and make 
informed decisions in adjusting the secondary transition program to meet those individualized 
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Chapter One: Introduction 
Introduction 
 The purpose of this research study was to examine and analyze the perceptions of 
students with mild-moderate disabilities, teachers, and parents regarding the students’ 
experiences related to their secondary transition plan. More specifically, the study sought to 
identify areas of alignment and divergence of these three key members’ perspectives since 
experiences and perceptions are unique to an individual based on the context and individual’s 
perspective of the event. Additionally, this research hopes to provide information that will enable 
school district officials to have a better understanding of the students’ needs and make informed 
decisions in adjusting the secondary transition program to meet those individualized student 
needs and improve post-secondary outcomes. Previous research showed that students with mild-
moderate disabilities face more significant obstacles to graduation or are less likely to further 
their education past high school than their general education counterparts. The findings from 
numerous longitudinal investigations have indicated that students with learning disabilities have 
lower rates of employment, lower earnings, lower rates of post-secondary school attendance, and 
lower rates of independent living status than do young adults without disabilities (Blaeuer, 
2017). These adverse outcomes are happening even though these students have a secondary 
transition plan that is supposedly targeting these specific areas. Nationally, students with mild-
moderate disabilities makeup between 80-85% of the special education eligible population and 
include students with speech and language impairment, specific learning disabilities, other health 
impairment, and in some respect serious emotional disturbance (Blaeuer, 2017).  
The Individuals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act of 2004 (IDEA) ensures 
that every student with an eligible disability served in special education in public schools is 
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required by law to have an IEP (Eckes & Ochoa, 2005; Osborne & Bon, 2013). An IEP is an 
individualized educational plan that states the student’s present levels of performance, including 
strengths and weaknesses, annual individualized instructional and/or behavioral goals, 
accommodations for general education classroom and state testing, related services, if needed, 
and, when age-appropriate, transition services. According to the Oklahoma Special Education 
Handbook:  
The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) of 2004 requires transition 
 services to be addressed and in effect not later than the beginning of the student’s ninth-
 grade year or upon turning 16 years of age, whichever comes first, or younger, if  
 determined appropriate by the IEP team and updated annually (p.123).  
 
To meet this requirement, the student’s secondary transition goals are generally first being 
addressed while the student is in the eighth grade and will lead into their freshman year. As 
required by law, a transition plan is designed to clearly define a student’s post-secondary goals 
by addressing the strengths, needs, and interests of the student so that an appropriate curricular 
plan that identifies community-based instruction necessary to meet the student’s outlined post-
secondary goals (Collet-Klingenberg & Kolb, 2011; IDEA, 2004).  
Decades of research studies by prominent researchers have produced transition 
frameworks that stress the importance of student-centered approaches and the necessity of the 
student’s voice in creating transition plans that contribute to positive post-secondary outcomes. 
Yet students with special needs continue to struggle to overcome obstacles in their post-
secondary success, and the pressure mounts on the federal, state, and local levels for special 
educators and administrators to provide effective transition services. It is critical to understand 
how students with mild-moderate disabilities experience transition to improve transition 
interventions (Powers et al., 2007). Many students with disabilities are continuing to experience 
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transition services or plans that are not aligned with their aspirations and priorities (Trainor et al., 
2020).  
Finally, this study hopes to supplement existing transition research. Trainor et al. (2020) 
presented a framework for future transition research needs in six different areas, as well as 
highlighting complexities and considerations with conducting said research. The research group 
identifies six areas of pressing research needed: identifying student characteristics, understanding 
culture, reexamining outcomes, elucidating social capital, appraising transition practices and 
programs, documenting integration and interactions among systems (Trainor et al., 2020). The 
research group retains the focus of previous research emphasizing a student-centered process; 
however, they iterate that individuals change, and that transition experiences and goals should 
evolve alongside the individual (Trainor et al., 2020). For the purpose of this study, the 
researcher focused on appraising practices and programs.  
Problem Statement 
Unfortunately, historically, many special education programs have ignored how 
empowering managing their own learning experiences can be for students. Parents and teachers 
make the choices and goals for the majority of students with learning disabilities with little input 
from the students (Connor, 2012). Connor (2012) revealed that to help schools balance the 
students’ current academic needs and prepare them with the skills and knowledge needed within 
the more demanding environments they will enter after high school, Connor (2012) suggested 
enabling students to understand their disability, acknowledge their strengths and weaknesses, and 
practice making decisions. The study district’s team also believed to cultivate student agency or 
ownership, they need to first understand student perceptions, as well as the perceptions of their 
parents and teachers.   
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Focus on Instructional and/or Systemic Issues 
Instructional Issue  
At this time, many students, although invited to the IEP meetings, do not actively 
participate in planning their IEP meetings, and offer little in the development of their transition 
plan. Planning a student’s educational pathway and annual goals cannot occur successfully 
unless the student’s post-secondary goals are known. In other words, transition drives the 
development of the IEP (deFur et al., 2001). To ensure that the student’s secondary transition 
plan is thoughtfully written and followed, the teacher must collect information and data directly 
from the student. Data can be obtained via interviews, assessments, or surveys and thenceforth 
shared with the team, including the student, so that they can develop a plan of study and action to 
meet the student’s academic and transition goals. The National Longitudinal Transition Study-2 
revealed that 57.7% of more than 11,000 students, aged 14–22 attend their IEP meetings, but 
only 12.2% offer significant input (The Iris Center, 2017). Ideally, as students with special needs 
advance towards graduation and begin planning for their post-secondary careers, they should 
become more engaged in the transition planning process and advocate for their interests, needs, 
and preferences.   
Systemic Issue  
While the task of transition planning is part of the compliance of IDEA, it is often a very 
lengthy and overwhelming task for teachers to accomplish (Peterson et al., (2013). In the 
district’s current program’s state, each member’s role is independent of the other members’ 
roles. Currently, the district does not have an operational procedure for integrating curriculum 
and assessments for transition planning. An example is the eighth-grade teachers are not familiar 
with the high school system and are not seeking input from a high school representative. In 
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general, the longitudinal development of the student is nonexistent as people tend to isolate 
student experiences by grade level. Collaboration in transition planning between teachers, 
building personnel, students, and parents is rare.   
Is Directly Observable 
School completion is one of the most challenging issues facing special education 
programs nationally (Gaylord et al., 2004). The results of the district’s annual compliance and 
performance review showed that students with disabilities have a more significant percentage 
of dropouts, absenteeism, and retention. Students with disabilities often have difficulty meeting 
graduation requirements and formulating post-school transition plans that address how they will 
access post-secondary education, employment, and community living opportunities (Guy et al., 
1999). Based on the district’s 2013 cohort, students with disabilities did not meet the state’s 
graduation rate requirement, meaning four of the district’s students in special education did not 
graduate on time. Because of this, the school was placed on a Level 2 Support, which required a 
self-assessment and professional development. Through this self-assessment and professional 
development process, the district team determined that although the minimal requirements for 
compliance in the transition services were being met, the needs of the students were not.   
Is Actionable 
The transition planning process is critical to assuring the success of students served 
through special education services (Dowdy et al., 1990; Williams-Diehm & Lynch, 2007). While 
working through the district self-assessment and professional development process, the team 
causally identified several problems regarding the transition program. The program lacks a 
map, similar to curriculum mapping, which articulates active team participation, and student-
directed activities that are post-secondary related. The district team concluded that one such way 
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that they can remedy this need is to implement a student-centered and student-directed process 
that is recommended by the Oklahoma State Department of Education.  
The district team believed that providing opportunities and experiences for students to 
take leadership roles in their secondary transition planning can have a positive impact on their 
high school goal attainment and post-secondary success. To help schools balance students’ 
current academic needs and prepare them with the skills and knowledge needed within the more 
demanding environments they will enter after high school, Connor (2012) suggested enabling 
students to understand their disability, acknowledge their strengths and weaknesses, and practice 
making right decisions. Research has shown that implementing some form of student-led IEPs 
with students with disabilities leads to positive outcomes regarding self-knowledge, self-
determination, and self-advocacy (Konrad & Test, 2004) (Figure 1). Eisenman et al. (2005) 
discuss the “match between elements of the IEP process and behaviors associated with self-
determined individuals,” stating that as students become involved and hold responsibility in the 
IEP process, they also “become engaged in learning about themselves and methods for attaining 
















Connects to a Broader Strategy of Student Improvement 
The district’s mission statement asserts their commitment to keeping the focus on 
students and preparing them for their futures. This practice coincides with the state initiative, OK 
House Bill 2155, Individual Career Academic Plan (ICAP), which is committed to reaching 
every student and preparing all students for post-secondary life. Both align with the secondary 
transition plan for students with disabilities. Through the alignment of the information in the 
ICAP and IEP, students will develop self-awareness and have increased opportunities to be more 
involved in the development of their post-secondary and annual goals (OKSDE, 2019). 
Oklahoma State Department of Education (2019) states that the goal of ICAP is for all students 
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to understand their interests, strengths, values and learning styles, to create a vision of their 
future, to develop individual goals, and to prepare a personal plan for achieving their vision and 
goals. ICAP is a multi-year process that intentionally guides students and families in the 
exploration of career, academic, and post-secondary opportunities. The IEP team may take 
information, such as career and college interest surveys, skills surveys, and work values, 
gathered during the ICAP process into account when developing transition services.   
Is High-Leverage 
Many of the post-secondary challenges that students who receive special education 
services face are linked to inadequate preparation for post-secondary success as a result of poor 
secondary transition planning (Gil, 2007; Oertle & Trach, 2007). They are less likely to obtain 
employment, education, or income on the same level as their non-disabled counterparts (Clark, 
1996; Clark & Unruh, 2010). Research shows that students secure more desirable post-secondary 
outcomes when they experience a successful transition planning process (Clark, 1996; Oertle & 
Trach, 2007; Stodden, 2005). Such a process involves collaboration among students, parents, 
teachers, and interagency personnel in helping to prepare quality transition plans aligned with the 
students’ curriculum and post-secondary goals, as well as continued support from the 
collaborators after high school in helping the student to achieve the set post-secondary goals 
(Oertle & Trach, 2007).  
Research Questions 
The research questions this study seek to address include:   
1. In what specific ways does the secondary transition program provide opportunities and 
experiences that are student-centered? 
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2. In what specific ways does the secondary transition program provide opportunities and 
experiences that are relevant to the student’s goals after high school? 
Overview of Methodology 
The purpose of this research study was to examine and analyze the perceptions of 
students with mild-moderate disabilities, teachers, and parents regarding the students’ 
experiences related to their secondary transition plan. A secondary transition team consists of 
several members with differing roles in the context of the secondary transition process. A single-
case study approach was used to represent the perspectives of students, parents, and teachers. 
Case studies are often used for descriptive purposes when the desire is to examine an issue from 
many different perspectives (Fitzpatrick et al., 2011). Case study methods can be 
characterized by the use of multiple methods and a greater emphasis on qualitative methods such 
as observations, interviews, and the study of documents (Fitzpatrick et al., 2011). As the 
researcher, I answered the study’s research questions by conducting interviews and gathering 
archival data related to the students’ experiences in the secondary transition program. By 
utilizing qualitative data, such as interviews and archival data, this study focused on six recently 
graduated students’ in special education and their parents’, three secondary special education 
teachers’, and two secondary general education teachers’ perceptions.  
Positionality 
With 25 years of experience in special education as a special education teacher, school 
psychologist, special education director, and a special education consultant, having worked in 
elementary, middle, and high schools in small, medium, and large districts, I have accumulated a 
vast and knowledgeable perspective of the world of special education. In my opinion, we are not 
adequately preparing our students for life after graduation. Too much focus is on state test results 
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and not enough focus on the individual. There is much more that these students need to be 
learning and practicing. Very few of our graduates who have been in the special 
education program go on to college or technical school. I believe that the way to do this is by 
putting the student in the driver’s seat of their secondary transition plan.  
Through my experiences as a special education administrator for the school district, I was 
able to simultaneously view students’ experiences through the student, teacher, and parent 
perspectives. I received weekly reports identifying students who were ineligible, meaning the 
student has one or more course grades below the minimum percentage to obtain credit for the 
course and will not be permitted to participate in extra-curricular activities. It seemed many 
students on the ineligible list were students who had been identified as having a mild-moderate 
disability. The ineligibility list prompted conversations with building administrators, teachers, 
students, and parents. These experiences increased my awareness of the challenges regarding 
students with mild-moderate disabilities within the school district.    
Researcher’s Role 
As a researcher within this context, I considered my role as a researcher and a member of 
the school staff. The intention with this problem of practice was to examine and analyze the 
perceptions of students, parents, and teachers within the special education program. I had the 
opportunity to promote involvement and participation in the study. Therefore, I was cognizant 
that my role as a member of the school’s staff may have inhibited the candor of the participants 
who may not express themselves honestly. I believe my commitment to the district’s vision of 
“Student-Centered, Future-Focused,” and my expression of that commitment aided in obtaining 




Assumptions and Biases 
This experience brought assumptions and biases. When I was a special education teacher 
in the high school, I believed that it was of great importance to make education relevant to the 
student. That relevance was what I loved most about being a teacher; being able to learn each 
student’s likes, dislikes, strengths, and needs, all while helping to build each student’s program. 
Furthermore, maintaining a healthy relationship based on mutual respect is a crucial component 
of bringing relevance to a student’s education.  
The first assumption was that students are struggling in some aspect, academically 
because of a lack of relevancy. Daily, I encountered high school students with mild-moderate 
disabilities who were academically struggling and seeming to lack the desire to do any better. 
Environmental and economic factors, legislative mandates, and lack of relatability or perceived 
relevance in coursework appeared to hinder their desire even further. It seemed that these 
students were so often overshadowed by non-disabled students or students with more severe 
disabilities that they were getting lost in the shuffle. Students needed to feel that what they were 
expected to learn had a purpose in their life. I believed attaching the state academic standards to 
everyday functional tasks and relating it to their future goals would increase a student’s desire to 
engage and perform more successfully. 
The second assumption was that students have not shown much interest in participating 
in their own IEPs because of lack of knowledge of the IEP process. Many students, before the 
age of mandatorily being invited to IEP meetings, have not participated in their IEP meetings. 
The IEP meetings were for the adults. I assumed that the students believe this to be the official 
procedure. I suspected the students and the district would see greater gains by encouraging the 
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students to be the first-person voice in their own IEP. If they had ownership in the planning and 
implementation, then they would likely have more desire to achieve their goals. 
Lastly, was that students want to be involved in their educational decisions. When 
students believe that they have a say, and their input is valuable, then they can make meaning of 
their educational experiences; they can be successful. Students who are involved in their own 
secondary transition process are aware of the facets needed to successfully transition from high 
school to college or careers. 
Definition of Key Terms 
For the purpose of this study the following definitions were used.  
Dropout. A student who has left an education system before completion of requirements and is 
not known to be enrolled in any other educational program (Oklahoma Department of Education, 
2017). 
Free Appropriate Public Education (FAPE). A basic IDEA requirement which states that special 
education and related services are provided at public expense free (Oklahoma Department of 
Education, 2017).  
Goal.  A measurable statement that includes behavior, evaluation procedures and performance 
criteria and describes what the student is reasonably expected to accomplish from the specialized 
education program within the time covered by the IEP (generally one year) (Oklahoma 
Department of Education, 2017). 
High-Incidence Disabilities. Speech and Language Impairment, Learning Disabilities, Emotional 
Disabilities, Mild Intellectual Disabilities (Oklahoma Department of Education, 2017).  
Individualized Education Program (IEP). A written document (developed collaboratively by 
parents and school personnel) which outlines the special education program for a student with a 
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disability. This document is developed, reviewed, and revised at an IEP meeting at least annually 
(Oklahoma Department of Education, 2017).  
Individualized Education Program (IEP) Team. Established by the IDEA and comprised of the 
student’s general education and special education teachers, administrator, parents, the student 
when appropriate, and other knowledgeable persons and holds responsibility for annually 
developing an IEP, determining placement, and reviewing/revising the student’s IEP (Oklahoma 
Department of Education, 2017). 
Mild-Moderate Disabilities. Speech and Language Impairment, Learning Disabilities, Emotional 
Disabilities, Mild Intellectual Disabilities (Oklahoma Department of Education, 2017).  
Parent. A biological, adoptive, or foster parent, a legal guardian, a person acting as a parent, or a 
surrogate parent who has been appointed by the district. The term does not include state agency 
personnel if the student is a ward of the state (Oklahoma Department of Education, 2017).  
Postsecondary education. A special education graduate is currently enrolled in a community 
college, technical school, or 4-year college/university and successfully completing such 
programs or graduated from a community college, technical school, or 4-year college/university 
with a certificate, diploma, or degree (Clark, 1996). 
Special Education. Specially designed instruction at no cost to the parent to meet the unique 
needs of a student with a disability including instruction in the classroom, the home, hospitals, 
institutions, and other settings; speech therapy and language therapy; transition services; travel 
training; assistive technology services; and vocational education (Oklahoma Department of 
Education, 2017). 
Self-determination. A special education graduate demonstrates abilities to self-advocate and 
make decisions and choices for him/herself independently (Madaus et al., 2008). 
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Specific Learning Disability (SLD). An IDEA disability category in which a specific disorder of 
one or more of the basic psychological processes involved in understanding or in using spoken or 
written language may manifest itself in an imperfect ability to listen, think, speak, read, write, 
spell, or do mathematical calculations, adversely affecting the student’s educational 
performance. (Oklahoma Department of Education, 2017). 
Speech or Language Impairment (SLI). An IDEA disability category that includes articulation/ 
phonology, voice, and fluency disorders (Oklahoma Department of Education, 2017). 
Student agency. Refers to students’ ability to define and act on their own goals (Vaughn, 2018). 
Transition activities. A special education student engages in work and community experiences 
that prepare him or her to transition from secondary life to postsecondary life (Schmitz, 2008). 
Transition plan. A plan designed to clearly define students’ postsecondary goals by addressing 
their strengths, needs, and interests in order to develop an appropriate curricular plan and 
community-based instruction necessary to meet the outlined postsecondary goals (Collet-
Klingenberg & Kolb, 2011). 
Transition planning process. The goals and objectives of the student’s needs are addressed and 
implemented to assist the student in successfully attaining desired postsecondary outcomes 
(Kellems & Morningstar, 2010). 
Transition Services. A coordinated set of activities for a student with a disability designed within 
an outcome-oriented process. Services are based on individual student needs addressing 
instruction, related services, community experiences, employment, post school adult living 
objectives, and, when appropriate, acquisition of daily living skills and functional vocational 




Organization of the Dissertation 
This study examined and analyzed the students’ experiences through a qualitative 
analysis of interviews and archival data with students with mild-moderate disabilities, their 
parents, and their teacher. This chapter described the components of the research study, such as 
the problem, purpose, and research questions. Chapter Two delivers a review of literature related 
to the importance of transition programs, the need for student connectedness and involvement in 
the transition plan, and perceptions of students, parents, and teachers on student-centered 
transition programs. Chapter Three provides a detailed explanation of the methodology used to 
inform the qualitative analysis. It offers specific information about the study participants, the 
data collection methods, and the analysis of the data gathered from interviews and archival data 
with the study participants. Chapter Four presents the comprehensive results of this study. 
Chapter Five provides conclusions and suggestions for future research.  
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Chapter Two: Literature Review 
Introduction 
The purpose of this research study was to examine and analyze the perceptions of 
students with mild-moderate disabilities, teachers, and parents regarding the students’ 
experiences related to their secondary transition plan. Chapter Two includes the review of the 
literature search strategy, the literature review, and the conceptual framework. Because 
the literature on the topic of secondary transition is extensive, this review focuses on relevant and 
related topics of the student experiences in the secondary transition program with a focus on 
student-centeredness and student involvement. Relevant literature are those that have 
implications for the design, conduct, or interpretation of the study, not merely that deal with the 
topic, or the defined field of a substantive area of the research (Maxwell, 2006; Ravitch 
& Riggan, 2017). The relevant, related literature within this chapter is intended to arrive at an 
understanding of what is most relevant, both to the field and to the research design, and build the 
argument for this study (Ravitch & Riggan, 2017).  
Terms that were searched include “secondary transition best practices,” “student-centered 
theories for special education transition,” and “student involvement in special education 
transition.” Databases used include ProQuest, the ERIC database, Google scholar, as well as 
relevant books. Additionally, numerous research studies related to best practices and theories that 
coincide with the importance of a quality secondary transition program were examined. 
Summary of the Literature 
“A literature review is a narrative essay that integrates, synthesizes, and critiques the 
important thinking and research on a particular topic” (Merriam, 1998, p. 55). This literature 
review provides information surrounding secondary transition programs with the focus on 
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students and their experiences. In this literature review, research sought related to the overview 
of transition planning and services, the need for student connectedness and involvement in the 
transition plan, and perceptions of students, parents, and teachers on student-centered transition 
programs.  
Overview of Transition Planning and Services 
Legislation and Policy   
Historically, students with disabilities have had limited involvement in the secondary 
transition process. Legislative measures over the course of decades have made significant strides 
in establishing guidelines and criteria for high school transition planning that will strengthen the 
post-secondary outcomes for students with disabilities. Knowledge of the laws, policies, and 
procedures is essential to understand transition planning for students with disabilities. The 
Education for All Handicapped Children Act (P.L. 94-142), Individuals with Disabilities Act 
(IDEA, 2004), No Child Left Behind (NCLB), and Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) have 
significant influences on this problem of practice. 
The Education for All Handicapped Children Act  
The Education for All Handicapped Children Act (P.L. 94-142) was passed in 1975 as a 
special education law, which guaranteed a “free and appropriate” public education (FAPE) for 
students to learn in their least restrictive environments (LRE) (Ralabate & Foley, 2003). This 
historical yet significant landmark contained the first federal requirements that allowed students 
with disabilities to attend and have access to public school education with non-disabled peers and 
emphasized special education designed to meet a student’s specific needs (Browder et al., 2004). 
This foundational Act led to the two most significant policies, IDEA and ESSA, that declared the 
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necessity of secondary transition services for students with disabilities and established definitive 
guidelines.  
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act  
The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act was passed by Congress in 1990 and has 
since been reauthorized two times—1997 and most recently in 2004. IDEA, in its origin, 
guaranteed children with disabilities the same access to education as children without disabilities 
and stated that the primary purpose of disability services was to prepare students with disabilities 
for employment and independent living. The IDEA (1990) outlined the following criteria for 
quality student transition plans:  
1. Transition services are based on age-appropriate and measurable postsecondary goals 
and a coordinated set of activities.  
2. Students are included in transition planning.  
3. Students’ individual needs and interests are taken into consideration when preparing 
the plan.  
4. The planning process involves interagency collaboration.  
5. The transition services include courses of study that reasonably enable the students to 
meet their postsecondary goals.  
IDEA was again reauthorized in 2004 to realign more closely with No Child Left Behind, 
putting a continued emphasis on students with disabilities being ensured access to the same 
challenging academic standards as their same-age peers (Sec. 300.38 (b) (3).With teaching and 
learning as an integrated process, students with disabilities were expected by federal law to have 
access to the same rigorous content standards and participate in the same high-stakes testing as 
their same-grade peers (IDEA, 2004; Ralabate & Foley, 2003). 
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IDEA significantly expanded the focus for schools indicating the necessity of being 
aware of the transitional needs that students with disabilities face as they moved from high 
school into adult life (Cortiella, 2012; Janiga & Costenbader, 2002; U.S. Department of 
Education Office of Special Education Programs, 2004). Transition services are described in the 
Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) regulations as:  
Beginning not later than the first individualized educational program (IEP) to be in effect 
when the child turns 16, or younger, if determined appropriate by the IEP team, and 
updated annually, thereafter, the IEP must include—   
1. Appropriate measurable postsecondary goals based upon age-appropriate transition 
assessments related to training, education, employment and, where appropriate, 
independent living skills; and,  
2. The transition services, including courses of study needed to assist the child in 
reaching these goals (U.S. Department of Education, 2013).Under IDEA transition 
services should be a coordinated set of activities for a child with a disability which are 
designed to be a results-oriented process that is focused on improving the academic and 
functional achievement of the child with a disability to facilitate the child’s movement 
from school to post-school activities (Individuals with Disabilities Education Act, 20 
U.S.C. § 1400, 2004).  
No Child Left Behind (NCLB) 
NCLB differed from previous policies in that it required students with disabilities to 
participate in state testing programs and meet the same rigorous state standards as their non-
disabled peers (Ralabate & Foley, 2003). This requirement mandated that students with 
disabilities have access to the same grade-level content standards as their non-disabled peers 
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(United States Department of Education, 2013). The act required schools to provide highly 
qualified teachers to teach all students, including students with disabilities (Mazzotti et al., 
2014). To receive the same content instruction as nondisabled students, many students with high-
incidence disabilities were returned to the general educational setting.  
 Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) 
In 2015, the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) replaced the No Child Left Behind Act. 
Transition planning has always been part of the IEP, but the push for college and career 
readiness has recently been prioritized by ESSA (Lombardi et al., 2015). Although ESSA 
continued to require that all students, including students with disabilities, have access and be 
held to a high academic standard, it also included high standards that will prepare those students 
to succeed in college and careers. 
Impact of ESSA and IDEA on Transition Plans and Services 
Both ESSA and IDEA promote postsecondary opportunities for students with disabilities. 
It is quite advantageous that these two laws mesh well together and promote similar goals of 
academic and college and career readiness. Individuals with Disabilities Education Act requires 
transition services to be addressed and in effect not later than the beginning of the student’s 9th 
grade year or upon turning 16, whichever comes first, or younger if determined by the IEP team 
to be appropriate. During this transition planning, it is required that the student be actively 
involved and at the center of the transition process. A transition plan is created to 
address postsecondary education, employment, and community living opportunities. ESSA 
requires that all students, including those with special needs, have access and be held to high 
academic standards and encourages more college and career readiness. ESSA grants each 
state significant flexibility over their college and career readiness design, meaning a state can 
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develop its own curriculum and instruction in the offerings available to students or school 
districts. 
Barriers  
IDEA and ESSA also have disadvantages which are interrelated regarding special 
education services and transition services. Transition planning is very lengthy and overwhelming 
for teachers. It is challenging to tackle this process, given the limited time that each special 
education teacher has with a student who is in the general education setting. A common concern 
among the special education teachers in the district being studied is finding the time to include 
students in the development of their education and transition plans and to provide those 
transition-related activities.   
Another pitfall that district teachers face is that IDEA allows students who receive special 
education services access to public educational opportunities until age 21, but IDEA and ESSA’s 
accountability measures punish districts for doing so when a targeted percentage of students do 
not graduate with their cohort. The ESSA’s yearly accountability measure also establishes 
targeted percentages for time of services provided by direct instruction in special education. 
Students with mild to moderate disabilities have difficulty meeting graduation requirements, and 
concern is mounting about the relationship between students’ academic experiences and the 
formulation of post-school transition plans that address how students will access postsecondary 
education, employment, and community living opportunities (Guy et al., 1999). The positives 
and negatives of ESSA and IDEA impact the services provided by school districts and this 







Transition Plans and Services  
“The primary purpose of transition planning is to clearly define the student’s 
postsecondary goals by addressing and defining student strengths, needs, and desires in order to 
develop an appropriate high school curricular plan, including academic and functional 
coursework and community-based instruction necessary to meet post-secondary goals” (Mazzotti 
et al., 2009). This can be accomplished through instruction, related services, community 
experiences, the development of employment, and other post-school adult living 
objectives. Stodden (2005) asserts that education is a critical factor in students with mild-
moderate disabilities gaining successful employment and that employment allows for an 
enhanced quality of life for the students.  
Transition planning typically occurs during an IEP meeting, where parents, general 
education teachers, special education teachers, a school administrator, and the student discuss 
options for postsecondary life which could include education, employment, and/or independent 
living (Clark, & Lee, 2012). The transition plan is a section within the IEP and is developed by 
the special education teacher. An effective transition plan transforms students’ aptitudes and 
preferences into measurable goals (Trainor et al., 2016). Transition plans are typically led by 
students’ preferences and interests relative to what they hope to pursue after graduation 
(Shogren & Plotner, 2012). Research by Herbert et al. (2010) revealed that transition planning 
must involve the students, their families, and an effective transition team to achieve long-term 
ongoing success for students with disabilities. Several studies have shown that an environment of 
a shared and open conversation among all parties is an essential component for transition 
planning activities to be effective (Cooney, 2002).   
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Transition-focused education is a broader conceptualization of transition planning 
(Kohler & Field, 2003). In an analysis of 46 transition studies, Kohler (1993) identified 
vocational training, parental involvement, interagency collaboration, social skills training, paid 
work experience and individualized transition plans as best practices in transition. Overall, 
studies suggest that successful transition requires the development of a student’s abilities through 
academic and other experiences, specific supports that enhance or facilitate those abilities, and 
applying abilities to real-life experiences (Kohler, 1993). Kohler and Field (2003) identified 
common elements through a three-phased research process, referred to as Transition Taxonomy. 
The Transition Taxonomy consists of Student-Focused Planning, Student Development, 
Interagency and Interdisciplinary Collaboration, Family Involvement, and Program Structure and 
Attributes.  
Evidence-based practices for enhancing post-school outcomes for students with 
disabilities have been established through research in the field of transition services (Test et al., 
2009). Test et al. (2009) conducted a meta-analysis of 63 studies and identified 32 practices that 
showed evidence of improving post-school outcomes for students with disabilities. The majority 
of the practices represented instruction within the Student Development area of the Transition 
Taxonomy (Test et al., 2009). The teaching of life skills and purchasing skills were supported 
with strong evidence to improve post-school outcomes. Twenty-two practices, such as teaching 
banking skills, cooking skills, and completing job applications, were shown to be at a moderate 
level of evidence (Test et al., 2009). Student-focused planning included three evidence-based 
practices that centered around student participation in the educational planning process. This 
includes student involvement in the IEP meeting, as well as, instruction in self-advocacy and 
self-directed IEP (Test et al., 2009).  
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Additionally, Test et al. (2009) identified 16 in-school predictors for improving post-
school outcomes in the areas of education, employment, and/or independent living for students 
with disabilities. The 16 predictors are: career awareness; community experiences; high school 
diploma; inclusion in general education; interagency collaboration; occupational courses; paid 
employment/work experience; parental involvement; program of study; self-advocacy; self-care; 
social skills; student support; transition program; vocational education; and work study (Test et 
al., 2009). 
Rowe et al. (2015) conducted a delphi study to operationalize the 16 evidence-based 
predictors which were identified by Test et al. (2009). The delphi study operationally defined the 
predictors and identified a set of essential transition program characteristics as a means to assist 
educators in “understanding what is necessary to develop, implement, and evaluate secondary 
transition programs” (Rowe et al., 2015, p. 113).  
Mazzoti et al. (2021) examined the correlational literature regarding secondary transition 
and detected additional evidence to support 14 existing predictors (i.e., high school diploma, 
inclusion in general education, paid employment/work experience, program of study, self-
advocacy, self-care, social skills, student support, transition program, career and technical 
education, work study). Mazzoti et al’s. (2021) systematic literature review pinpointed three new 
predictors of post-school success, psychological empowerment, self-realization, and technology 
skills.  
Factors in the Research Found Related to: 
Student Involvement in Secondary Transition Plans 
Multiple decades of peer-reviewed research studies have identified best practices in 
student transition services. A variety of different strategies have been analyzed to determine how 
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to best maximize benefits to special students with mild-moderate disabilities. Existing research 
suggests that transition plans should be well-defined in helping students achieve postsecondary 
goals and involve collaboration from teachers, parents, students, and outside agency 
representatives (Collet-Klingenberg & Kolb, 2011; Kellums & Morningstar, 
2010; Sabbatino & Macrine, 2007).  
Student-Centered/Focused Planning.  
“Teachers, administrators, researchers, and policymakers all agree on the importance of 
person-centered planning to provide meaningful involvement in IEP and transition planning” 
(Cavendish & Connor, 2017). The student-centered or person-centered approach requires that 
teachers see each student as distinct and unique. Individualization makes certain that students are 
empowered to develop their own authentic plan to meet their post-secondary goals. Student 
involvement in the IEP development has been connected to higher levels of goal attainment and 
graduation rates (Cavendish, 2018). The student-centered concept requires a paradigm shift from 
the traditional approach of teacher-centered education. The teacher’s role is to encourage and 
facilitate the student to do more discovery learning; the teacher focuses on constructing 
authentic, real-life tasks that motivate student involvement and participation; thus, helping make 
classroom work relevant to their interests and post-secondary goals (Weimer, 2002). A 
systematic review was conducted by Cobb and Alwell (2009) exploring the relationship between 
transition planning/coordinating interventions and transition outcomes for secondary-aged youth 
with disabilities. Their findings support the efficacy of student-focused planning and student-
development interventions in improving transition outcomes.   
Student-focused transition planning has been extensively researched across a variety of 
perspectives and disability types and appears to be the centerpiece of transition services. Cobb 
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and Alwell (2009) found that student-focused planning seems to hold substantial promise on 
important outcomes for students who are shaping their skills in planning their futures. These 
studies suggest successful transition planning should include efforts to make students feel valued 
and heard at their IEP/transition meetings. Some suggestions which promote this 
practice include peer advocates, friends, or mentors as active participants and giving the 
transition plan its own stage outside of the yearly review. Overall studies suggest that successful 
transition requires the development of a student’s abilities through academic and other 
experiences, specific supports that enhance or facilitate those abilities, and applying abilities to 
real-life experience (Kohler, 1993). 
Cavendish’s and Connor’s (2018) mixed-method research design used qualitative 
interviews and quantitative surveys to obtain 16 urban high school students’ with disabilities, 
nine parents’, and 16 teachers’ perspectives on factors that influence meaningful student and 
parent involvement in IEP and transition planning (2018). The quantitative perspective ratings on 
the Student Involvement Survey resulted in no difference between teachers and students 
regarding the level of school efforts to facilitate student and parent involvement in educational 
planning. However, the qualitative interviews revealed the emergence of four primary themes 
regarding challenges to meaningful involvement: “(a) facilitation of student involvement in IEP 
development, (b) challenges to parent involvement in IEP development, (c) challenges and 
effective supports for graduation, and (d) supports needed for career and college preparation” 
(Cavendish & Connor, 2018, p. 32). 
Interestingly, all students, teachers, and parents stated challenges in meaningful 
involvement by both students and parents in the development of the IEP. Follow-up revealed that 
parents viewed scheduling, primarily related to parental work schedules and transportation 
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challenges, as the most detrimental to their involvement. Students found class schedules and 
parental nonattendance at the IEP/transition meetings as significant challenges in their 
meaningful experiences. Only six of the 16 students reported attending their IEP meeting in the 
previous year. Only two of the students who attended their IEP meeting felt like their opinions 
were considered. One student who attended and participated in all her meetings, remarked that 
she felt that she was supported 110% and her teachers heard her voice.   
Student Perceptions.  
Research has demonstrated that one of the factors that contribute to students’ 
achievement and positive post-school outcomes is the extent of students’ involvement in 
decisions concerning course selection, diploma options, and other aspects of preparation for post-
school education or employment (Finn, 1989; Kortering & Braziel, 1999; Cavendish, 2013). 
Research has also revealed a connection between students’ perceptions of positive teacher 
support and improved student academic growth (Wu et al., 2010; Cavendish, 2013).  
A longitudinal study examined the association between student reports of school 
commitment, self-regulation/self-determination skills, student perceptions of school efforts to 
facilitate student involvement, and student’s characteristics (Cavendish, 2013). The study 
included a student cohort through middle school and high school from 2001-2008 with data 
collected twice yearly. The primary disability categories that student participants were served 
under are as follows: 16 of these 20 students were identified as having a specific learning 
disability (SLD), three as having an emotional disturbance (ED), and one as having a speech and 
language impairment (SLI). The results from this study showed correlations between School 
Commitment Index, the Student Involvement Survey, and the Arc Self-determination Scale/Self-
Regulation subdomain. The results showed no significant differences among gender, 
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race/ethnicity, or educational placement (Cavendish, 2013). However, Carter et al. (2010) 
explored perceptions of students’ self-determination capacities and opportunities by 
administering the AIR Self-Determination Scale to students, their parents, and their teachers. 
They found that teachers assess students’ self-determination differently based on the disability 
category, which suggests that disability type influences transition. They proposed that future 
research should identify the nature and source of the teacher’s self-determination assessment 
discrepancies and should surface the issues of context, teacher perspective, and disability. One 
disadvantage of using these types of surveys is that they provide a forced selection rather than 
letting participants articulate their ideas in an open-ended format.  
Cavendish (2013) reported that student perceptions of school efforts to facilitate student 
involvement in educational planning, self-regulation/self-determination, and school commitment 
were significant for predicting the likelihood that a student graduates from high school. The 
study also revealed that student perceptions of increased efforts to facilitate student involvement 
led to an increased likelihood that students graduated. These findings highlight the importance of 
school personnel in fostering student involvement by utilizing assessments to target the student’s 
specific areas of need and to guide the student’s educational planning, as well as actively seeking 
student participation and input throughout the entirety of their high school experience.  
Cavendish (2013) also revealed the survey items with the lowest and the highest levels of 
agreement. The survey items with the highest level of agreement were items that reflected 
agreement with schools providing students with opportunities that are required and those 
that reflected perceptions of teacher expectations for student success and availability to answer 
questions. An example of such a survey item is, “I had a say in the decision about which classes I 
would take”; “My school discusses discipline policies with students” and “My teachers answer 
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my questions” (Cavendish, 2013). However, the survey items that students expressed the lowest 
level of agreement reflect issues related to lack of opportunity for student input or voice in the 
educational process, such as “My school communicates regularly with me regarding my 
progress on educational or career goals or objectives” and “I have been asked for my opinion 
about how well the education services I receive are meeting my needs” (Cavendish, 2013).  
Lee et al. (2012) developed and gave a self-efficacy measure to ascertain students’ beliefs 
about their ability to participate in transition planning. The researchers determined that 
instructional, knowledge, and dispositional or belief factors predict students’ self-determination 
more than personal variables, such as age, gender, and IQ level, and that self-determination and 
involvement in transition planning promote each other (Lee et al., 2012). 
The collective results of these research studies support Lubbers et al. (2008) advocacy for 
more student-centered environments and increased efforts by school officials to directly involve 
students in planning their own educational path. Geenen et al. (2007) argue that there has been 
“…a failure to include the input, opinions, and efforts of youth” in the educational planning 
process (p. 21); therefore, practitioners need to ensure that students are meaningful participants 
in the transition process. Identifying specific areas where schools require additional support and 
encouraging student feedback would potentially allow school staff to direct the school’s limited 
resources to these areas. Research has stressed that student involvement and school involvement 
are malevolent and increasingly relevant to facilitate successful school outcomes (Appleton & 
Furlong, 2008).  
Parent Perceptions.  
According to Lindstrom et al. (2007), parents play an essential role in facilitating the 
transition process. The involvement of family is viewed as an important role in transition 
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planning, and students report that it is important to them to have their family involved in the 
transition planning process (King et al., 2006). Studies show that although parents may not be 
knowledgeable about the transition process, they do, however, have much insight into their 
children that can be useful during the transition planning process (Ankeny et al., 2009).  
Parents do not always share the same vision as the student or the teachers when it comes 
to the transition plan, but their input and participation in transition meetings are vital (Clark, 
1996). Parents who took part in a qualitative transition planning study revealed that they felt that 
the teachers promoted their own beliefs and pushed aside the mothers’ knowledge and input 
about their children during the transition planning process (Ankeny et al., 2009). As a result, 
parents indicated that they often left transition IEP meetings feeling confused and isolated, even 
though IDEA requires meaningful parental input (Ankeny et al., 2009). The fact is that parents 
generally know their children best; therefore, educators should encourage parental input and 
ensure that parents fully understand the transition process (Ankeny et al., 2009).  
A qualitative study conducted by Childre and Chambers (2005) examined the perceptions 
of six families pre and post the implementation of a student-centered IEP planning process. This 
study represents what many researchers have touted for decades- parents want a voice in their 
child’s IEP/transition process. Childre (2005) developed the approach referred to as Student-
Centered Individualized Education Planning (SCIEP) by combining aspects of person-centered 
tools such as Personal Futures Planning and Planning Alternative Tomorrows with Hope, as well 
as a student IEP involvement approach, and IPLAN materials. The data collected in the post-
interviews were categorized into these areas (a) meeting purpose, (b) meeting dynamics, (c) 
process structure, and (d) student involvement (Childre & Chambers, 2005).  
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The discussion amongst the parents revealed the student-centered process facilitated 
conversations about the student’s future by choosing goals and pursuing services that would 
assist them in their futures. The parents noted that these are discussions that they had not 
considered before. Many stated that they were unfamiliar with the options that were available 
(Childre & Chambers, 2005). Although plans for the families varied, the families reported that 
they began to consider the future and identify goals to target. Five of those families discussed 
how the student-centered transition process revealed a broader picture of the student and the 
student’s role at home, in the community, and in school. One parent stated the contrast of the 
traditional deficit-focused meetings with the student-centered meeting and voiced the importance 
of families hearing the ability-focused information. The parent went on to emphasize that the 
process promoted professional-family collaboration and effective planning (Childre & 
Chambers, 2005).  
Meeting dynamics shifted the simple exchange of information between team members 
toward true collaboration. Parents reported that general conversations were more in-depth and 
related to specific issues (Childre & Chambers, 2005). These conversations led to more active 
conversations that involved brainstorming and problem-solving between the families and the 
school. Parents reported that the process created an atmosphere of nonjudgement. Parents were 
able to provide the team with a clearer picture of their students’ lives outside of school and how 
the students function within their families. All parents reported that they preferred the student-
centered approach over the typical IEP (Childre & Chambers, 2005).  
Parents identified the structure of SCIEP as an influential factor in fostering parent 
participation. All participants felt that the process increased their participation and guided issues 
that they would not have otherwise discussed. Parents stated that they no longer felt like 
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outsiders in the process. Parents and teachers stated that the SCIEP process provided structure, 
focus, and clarity to the meetings (Childre & Chambers, 2005). 
The post interviews showed how the SCIEP approach had begun to transform the 
parent’s consideration of student involvement. Four of the six parents discussed benefits for both 
themselves and their children based on the student’s input in the planning. Parents believed the 
process to be helpful to themselves and their children in identifying and developing skills that 
would shape their child’s future. Although some students were more passive in the process, 
parents had begun to realize the importance of student involvement (Childre & Chambers, 
2005).  
Four families acknowledged that the process did not entirely curtail their worries about 
their student’s transition to adulthood. Four of the families described the meeting as a bit longer 
than the typical meeting but believed it to be worth the extra time. Another shortfall illustrated 
that student involvement occurred more frequently with students with higher cognitive and 
communication abilities (Childre & Chambers, 2005).   
Teacher Perceptions.  
A study conducted by Lubbers et al. (2008) examined teacher perceptions of the barriers 
to effective practices that facilitate and suggestions for improvement in transition processes. 
The Transition Programs and Services (T-PAS) survey was administered to 2,000 Florida 
middle and high school teachers and 70 district transition contacts to assess teacher working 
knowledge of transition best practices. The survey was based on a review of current literature on 
effective transition practices, a review of information and documentation collected from the 
Florida district database (Repetto et al., 2002; Lubbers et al., 2008). From the Lubbers et al. 
(2008) study, interrelated themes emerged from the analysis of the information gained from the 
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teacher and transition contact participants. These themes fell into three areas: teacher preparation 
and training, resources and supports, and participation.  
Teacher Preparation and Supports.  
The study revealed that the responses of the teachers and transition contacts reflected a 
need related to the development of Transition IEPs and information on career and employment-
related areas and facilitating parent and student involvement. Information and training were 
identified by 24% of the respondents as being a key barrier. Results showed that middle school 
teachers received less training than high school teachers, and transition contacts received the 
most training. Comments exemplified a lack of information about particular responsibilities, 
such as lack of information on agency services and participation and lack of time to make 
contacts necessary for agency participation. Even more alarming was that some of the teacher 
comments indicated that the student did not need transition services. The respondents provided 
multiple suggestions for improvement. The suggestions including dissemination of manuals, 
brochures, or handbooks, the offering of conferences or workshops on transition, holding agency 
fairs or a transition forum, providing tours of colleges and vocational schools, and distribution of 
agency brochures (Lubbers et al., 2008). 
Resources and Supports.  
Lubbers et al. (2008) state that the results of the study indicate that it seems evident that 
teachers are confused and overwhelmed with their roles in the transition process. Respondents 
ranked the highest barrier areas are systems and policy, effective practices, and the highest-
ranked priority for solutions. “Too many competing priorities and overwhelming responsibilities 
(i.e., teaching duties, writing, and scheduling Transition IEPs, coordinating the participation of 
stakeholders in the process, providing information to parents and others) were noted as barriers” 
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(Lubbers et al., 2008, p. 286).  Comments from the educator suggested that lack of priority on 
behalf of the school was leading to a lack of meaning for student transition planning processes.   
High school teachers indicated that a lack of resources was a leading barrier to productive 
transition planning. Teacher comments reflected large caseloads, lack of personnel and funding, 
and multiple duties as contributing factors. The teachers believe that resolution to these areas 
could significantly contribute to better practices (Lubbers et al., 2008).   
Participation.  
The involvement of IEP/Transition team members was identified as being the leading 
barrier to transition process success. Teachers perceived parents to be uninvolved in the process 
but indicated greater participation by the student. Sixteen percent of transition contacts reported a 
lack of agency participation as the greatest concern. The study revealed that participation in 
the transition planning activities might be impacted by unrealistic, low, or no expectations for 
students on the part of teachers, parents, and others (Lubbers et al., 2008).   
According to Mason, McGahee-Kovac, and Johnson (2004), special education and 
general education teachers are more enthusiastic when working with students who are involved 
in their own IEP and are knowledgeable of their goals and objectives. In contrast, a study 
conducted by Mason, Field, and Sawilowsky (2004) reflected that teachers are unsure of how to 
involve students in their own IEP process.   
Needs for Future Studies in Transition 
 Research studies, transition frameworks, and guidance in the areas of secondary 
transition services are plentiful, yet many students with disabilities continue to experience 
transition services or plans that are not aligned with their aspirations and priorities (Trainor et al., 
2020). Trainor et al. (2020) presented a framework for future transition research needs in six 
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areas, as well as highlighted complexities and considerations with conducting said research 
(Figure 2).  
 
Figure 2  
Framework depicting aspects of transition warranting research attention 
 
The research group explains the permeability of the framework and its soft boundaries, 
pointing out that although the framework is divided into the core, layers, and elements, there are 
no clear boundaries. The framework is different because it is intended to aid other researchers in 
their examination of transitions. Furthermore, the layers can be studied individually or in any 
combination. The research group identified six areas of pressing research needed: identifying 
student characteristics, understanding culture, reexamining outcomes, elucidating social capital, 
appraising transition practices and programs, documenting integration and interactions among 
systems (Trainor et al., 2020). The research group retains the focus of previous research 
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emphasizing a student-centered process; however, they iterate that individuals change and that 
transition experiences and goals should evolve alongside the individual (Trainor et al., 2020).  
The Office of Special Education Programs (OSEP) requires that school districts submit 
measures of graduation (Indicator 1), dropping out (Indicator 2), exclusionary discipline rates 
(Indicator 4), and postschool outcomes (Indicator 14) so that there is an understanding of what 
happens to students with disabilities during and after high school and if the achievements of 
students meet the primary purpose of special education, post-secondary success (Trainor et al., 
2020). It is important to recognize ways in which these students receive services and support to 
improve their experiences and outcomes. The services and supports should be relevant and 
reflective of the desired outcomes for students with disabilities. “Students’ experiences and 
achievements during high school (e.g., skill and knowledge acquisition, grades, early work 
experience) provide the most proximal measures of the impact of the services and supports 
delivered at the secondary level through both special and general education” (Trainor et al., 
2020). Trainor et al. (2020) proclaim that this area needs “a much richer understanding of both 
the immediate and longer-term impact of transition-related interventions” (p. 11). Available 
research regarding the experiences and outcomes that contribute to the student’s quality of life 
has proven to be challenging and has not captured the relevant dimensions and quality of the 
student experiences. Students with disabilities have their own definitions for “quality of life.” 
For some, it is friendships, safety, independence, or family. For others, it is successful 
employment, benefits, or opportunities for success. It could be any combination of these. The 
point is that “quality of life” is subjective to each student and should be treated as such and 
reflect each student’s personal goals for life after graduation (Trainor et al., 2020). The transition 
plan should be relevant to the student’s aspirations and evolve with the student.  A need for 
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research into school programming regarding the tailored alignment with the individual needs, 
aspirations, and goals of students with disabilities exists. 
Conceptual Framework 
The conceptual framework for this study was influenced by personal experiences as a 
teacher, school psychologist, and administrator in special education and the findings from the 
review of the literature. Students with mild-moderate disabilities must play a leading role in their 
own transition program.  
Trainor et al. (2020) presented a framework for future transition research needs in six 
areas, as well as highlighted complexities and considerations with conducting said research. The 
research group identified six areas of pressing research needed: identifying student 
characteristics, understanding culture, reexamining outcomes, elucidating social capital, 
appraising transition practices and programs, documenting integration and interactions among 
systems (Trainor et al., 2020). The research group retained the focus of previous research 
emphasizing a student-centered process; however, they iterated that individuals change and that 
transition experiences and goals should evolve alongside the individual (Trainor et al., 2020). 
The findings from numerous longitudinal investigations suggest that students with 
learning disabilities have lower rates of employment, lower earnings, lower rates of 
postsecondary school attendance, and lower rates of independent living status than do young 
adults without disabilities (Blaeuer, 2017). Previous research shows that students with mild to 
moderate disabilities face greater obstacles to graduation or are less likely to further their 
education past high school than their general education counterparts. These adverse outcomes are 
happening even though these students have an individualized education program, which includes 
a secondary transition plan that should target these exact areas.  
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The district examined was no different. A recent district data profile revealed that 
Indicator 1: Graduation from High School with a Regular Diploma (Percent of youth with IEPs, 
in Cohort year, who graduated with a diploma) did not meet the state target score. The decision 
to implement a more student-centered and focused process was based on the results of a district 
self-assessment and participation in professional development. The district team believed that 
this would aid in student success by promoting self-advocacy, self-efficacy, and a better 
understanding of the relevancy of academics, as well as post-secondary opportunities.  
The transition process should be focused on the students, their strengths, needs, and 
desires. It is imperative to the ongoing of such a program that consideration of the student’s 
perceptions be taken. Without student perceptions, the team will have limited understanding of 
what they want, need, or how they want to get there. Teachers, parents, and students do not 
always share the same vision for the transition plan, but their input and participation are vital to 
the process (Clark, 1996). 
The conceptual framework provided suggestions for examining and analyzing the 
perceptions of students, parents, and teachers regarding the students’ experiences in the 
secondary transition process with the goal of utilizing the perceptual data to create a student-
centered (person-centered) transition program that cultivates student involvement, self-
determination skills, and agency.  
Summary 
Historically, many special education programs have ignored how empowering managing 
their own learning experiences can be for students. Parents and teachers make the choices and 
goals for most students with learning disabilities with little input from the students (Connor, 
2012). To help schools balance the students’ current academic needs and prepare them with the 
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skills and knowledge needed within the more demanding environments they will enter after high 
school, Connor (2012) suggested enabling students to understand their disabilities, acknowledge 
their strengths and weaknesses, and practice making decisions. The district team believed to put 
the students in the drivers’ seats of their own lives, they needed to first understand their 
perceptions, as well as the perceptions of their parents and teachers. As students’ progress toward 
their graduation and make plans for their future, they should become more engaged in the 
transition planning process and advocate for their interests, needs, and preferences. Research 
indicated that a direct, positive relationship between student involvement in transition planning 
and post-school outcomes exists. Limited research has been conducted to examine students’, 
parents’, and teachers’ perceptions of the students’ experiences in the secondary transition 




Chapter Three: Methodology 
Introduction 
The purpose of this research study was to examine and analyze the perceptions of 
students with mild-moderate disabilities, teachers, and parents regarding the students’ 
experiences related to their secondary transition plan. Therefore, this study qualitatively sought 
to uncover and compare emergent themes from in-depth interviews and archival documents of a 
purposeful sampling of recently graduated students with mild-moderate disabilities, their parents, 
and teachers regarding their perceptions of the student’s experiences in the district’s transition 
program. Through examination and analysis of the transition process through the voices of the 
students, their parents, and their teachers, the study sought to identify areas of alignment and 
divergence of these three key members’ perceptions. Furthermore, school district officials will 
have a better understanding of the students’ needs and can make informed decisions in adjusting 
the secondary transition program to meet those individualized student needs.   
 The methodological nature of qualitative research is based on the pursuit of 
understanding the ways that people see, view, approach, and experience the world and make 
meaning of those experiences, as well as specific phenomena within it (Ravitch & Carl, 2016). 
Qualitative researchers are interested in the meaning and meaning-making, which entails a deep 
investment in understanding how people interpret their lives and experiences, as well as how the 
meanings people make of/in their lives are socially and individually constructed within and 
directly concerning social and institutional structures (Ravitch & Carl, 2016).          
 The research questions this study sought to address include:   
1. In what specific ways does the secondary transition program provide opportunities and 
experiences that are student-centered? 
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2. In what specific ways does the secondary transition program provide opportunities and 
experiences that are relevant to the student’s goals after high school? 
This chapter provides a rationale for the research methodology used in this study, the 
problem setting/context, the research sample and data sources, data collection and data analysis 
methods, research trustworthiness, and limitations and delimitations. 
Rationale 
 “Qualitative researchers are interested in understanding the meaning people have 
constructed, that is how they make sense of their world and the experiences they have in the 
world” (Merriam, 1998, p. 6). A qualitative inquiry offered the best approach for the problem of 
practice because it focuses on describing how people make sense of their lives in natural settings. 
Qualitative research “implies a direct concern with experiences as it is ‘lived’ or ‘felt’ or 
“undergone’” (Sherman & Webb, 1988, p. 7). This approach is suited for exploring and learning 
how students with mild-moderate disabilities experience the complex interaction of factors in 
their local context during the IEP/transition process (Creswell, 2007, 2009; Maxwell, 2005). 
Using qualitative inquiry, the researcher examined the student’s experiences through the 
secondary transition process from the perspective of the students, parents, and teachers.  
One of the essential factors in choosing a qualitative method of research is its potential to 
empower students by giving them a voice. The research appears to support that these are 
important aspects because the research regarding the secondary transition process is limited from 
the viewpoint of students, parents, and teachers, leaving the field with an incomplete 
understanding of how these team members perceive the learning and culture and how the 
students think and feel about their IEP/transition programming.  
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Case study is one of the more commonly used qualitative methodologies. However, it 
does not have well-defined or structured protocols (Yazan, 2015). Yin, Stake (1995), and 
Merriam (1998), three of the leading case study methodologists, have authored specific yet 
differing protocols for conducting case study research (Yazan, 2015). In Yazan’s comparative 
preview of the three approaches to case study, he followed six categorical dimensions: 
Epistemological Commitments, Defining Case Study, Designing Case Study, Gathering Data, 
Analyzing Data, and Validating Data.  
According to Yazan’s comparative research, Yin’s (2009) case study follows a Positivist 
epistemology. This study’s epistemology leanings adhere to the Constructivist and Interpretivism 
paradigms, which are aligned with Merriam (1998) and Stake (1995). Stake’s viewpoint is that 
knowledge is constructed rather than discovered (Stake, 1995). Merriam’s viewpoint is “reality is 
constructed by individuals interacting in their social worlds” (Merriam, 1998, p. 22). Through 
the Constructivist-Interpretivism paradigm, this research study sought to understand the student’s 
world, not as a static representation of natural law, but rather a fluidly change dynamic shaped 
and altered by the views and perceptions of the student (Ponterotto, 2005). This paradigm 
maintained the inductive nature of the qualitative research in which the researcher developed an 
awareness of emerging themes by interacting with the participants to explain the central research 
phenomenon and allow inquirers to inductively develop a pattern of meaning as opposed to 
starting with a theory (Creswell, 2014). Creswell’s (2014) logic of this inductive approach is 
shown in Figure 3 (p. 66). The research questions are broad and general so that the research 
relied as much as possible on the participants’ views of the phenomenon being studied (Creswell, 
2014). Constructivist researchers often detail the processes of interaction between individuals 






The Inductive Logic of Research in a Qualitative Study 
This study utilized a case study methodology as defined by Merriam “as an intensive, 
holistic description and analysis of a single instance, phenomenon, or social unit” (1998, p. 27). 
In the context of this single-case study, the bounded system is defined within the setting 
(secondary transition program) and in the criterion selection for the participants (students with 
mild-moderate disabilities, their parents, and teachers). She stresses the attributes of 
Particularistic, Descriptive, and Heuristic (Yazan, 2015). Particularistic is defined as focusing on 
a particular situation, event, program, or phenomenon (Yazan, 2015). In this study, the particular 
program or phenomenon was the student’s experiences in the transition program. Descriptive is 
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defined as yielding a rich, thick description of the phenomenon (Yazan, 2015). Case studies are 
often used for descriptive purposes when the desire is to examine an issue from many different 
perspectives (Fitzpatrick et al., 2011). Heuristic is defined as illuminating the reader’s 
understanding of the phenomenon (Yazan, 2015). The review of the literature was essential in 
procuring the reader’s understanding of the purpose, intent, and necessity of transition programs 
for students with disabilities. Case study methods can be characterized using multiple methods 
and a greater emphasis on qualitative methods such as interviews and the study of documents 
(Fitzpatrick et al., 2011).  
The design of the single-case study followed Merriam’s (1998) perspective. Although her 
perspective complements both Stake’s (1995) and Yin’s (2009), Merriam’s (1998) perspective is 
a combination of the two. Additionally, Merriam’s perspective provided a beneficial step-by-step 
process of designing the qualitative research, constructing the literature review, crafting research 
questions, and selecting a purposive sampling (Merriam, 1998; Yazan, 2015). Neither Stake nor 
Yin offered design guidelines or advice. 
Problem Setting/Context 
 The setting for this study was a small public school district located in Oklahoma, situated 
on the outskirts of a larger school district. The district was a PreK-12 district with a student 
enrollment of 1,453. The elementary, middle, and high school are located on the same campus, 
with 51% of the student population receiving free and reduced meals. The focus of the study was 
11 recently graduated students with mild-moderate disabilities (age 18 and older), six parents of 
secondary students with mild-moderate disabilities, and five secondary teachers, both special 
education and general education, who served these students. It should be noted that archival 
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documents of the 11 students were used for the study. However, only six of the students 
participated in the interviews.  
 The high school had 25 general education teachers and two special education teachers 
committed solely to the high school, and an additional two special education teachers who split 
their time between middle school and high school. The high school teachers’ average years of 
experience was 14.6, and the special education teachers’ average years were 7.25. Additionally, 
the average number of students on the special education teachers’ caseloads was 20. 
Problem Context 
 The results of the district’s annual compliance and performance review showed that 
students with disabilities show a larger percentage of dropouts, absenteeism, and retention. 
Based on the 2013 cohort, the students with disabilities did not meet the state’s graduation rate 
requirement, meaning that four students with disabilities did not graduate on time. Because of 
this, the school was placed on a level 2 Support which required self-assessment and professional 
development. 
 To make improvements in the secondary transition process, the school district must 
address these identified areas that seem to be weak regarding educating their students with 
disabilities. The district team, consisting of a principal, assistant principal, director of special 
education, counselor, and three special education teachers, determined that although the district 
met the minimal requirements for compliance in the secondary transition services, they were not 
meeting the needs of the students.  
 While working through the state-required self-assessment and professional development 
process, the district team concluded that one such way that they can attempt to remedy this need 
is to implement a student-centered and student-directed process that is recommended by the 
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Oklahoma State Department of Education. To help schools balance students’ with disabilities 
current academic needs and prepare them with the skills and knowledge needed within the more 
demanding environments they will enter after high school, Connor (2012) suggested enabling 
students to understand their disability, acknowledge their strengths and weaknesses, and practice 
making good decisions. Research has shown that implementing some form of student-led 
IEP/transition plans with students with disabilities leads to positive outcomes regarding self-
knowledge, self-determination, and self-advocacy (Konrad & Test, 2004; Mason et al., 2004). 
Eisenman et al. (2005) discuss the “match between elements of the IEP process and behaviors 
associated with self-determined individuals,” stating that as students become involved and hold 
responsibility in the IEP process, they also “become engaged in learning about themselves and 
methods for attaining goals” (p. 195). The team also believed to cultivate student agency or 
ownership, they needed to first understand the students’ perceptions, as well as the perceptions of 
their parents and teachers.  
Research Sample and Data Sources 
Sampling refers to the decisions you make in relation to where and from whom you will 
gather the data you need to answer your research questions (Maxwell, 2013). This study focused 
on the perceptions of six recently graduated students with mild-moderate disabilities, six parents, 
three secondary special education teachers, and two secondary general education teachers 
regarding the student’s experiences obtained from qualitative data, such as semi-structured, 
individual interviews, and archival data. 
Student Participants 
Data retrieval from the district’s comprehensive electronic student files for special 
education, OK EdPlan, provided the information that 375 students are enrolled in the high 
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school. Eleven of these students are 18 years of age and are served in special education, all 
identified as students with mild-moderate disabilities.  All 11 were invited to participate in the 
study. However, only six agreed to participate. These students spent less than 30% of their 
school day in the special education setting (retrieval January 6, 2020).  
Table 1 
Student Participant Demographics 
 
 Individual Scores Assigned 
Student 





Student 1 SLD F 1 100 
Student 2 SLD F 1 87 
Student 3 SLD F 2 100 
Student 4 SLD M 1 87 
Student 5 OHI M 2 75 
Student 6 AUT M 2 87 
Student 7 SLD M 2 87 
Student 8  OHI M 2 100 
Student 9 SLD M 1 100 
Student 10 SLD M 1 87 
Student 11 OHI F 1 75 
 
Teacher Participants 
Of the 29 high school teachers, five teachers, three special education, and two general 
education participated in the study. The district employed only four special education teachers, 
as well as only four general education teachers from the four core subjects, English, math, 
science, and history, who taught within this age group. Archival data were collected at the school 




Demographic Characteristics of Participant Teachers 
 Individual Scores Assigned 
Teacher 




Teacher 1 SPED F 6 2 
Teacher 2 SPED F 17 12 
Teacher 3 SPED F 8 7 
Teacher 4 GEN F 14 6 
Teacher 5 GEN F 12 7 
 
Parent Participants 
 Of the six parents, all agreed to participate in the study. Data were collected from the 
district’s Student Information System and the parents regarding living demographics and were 
considered within this study.   
Table 3 
Demographics of Parent/Student Living Arrangements 
 
Categories n % 
Student lives with both parents     2                            33 
Student lives with one parent     3                    50 
Student lives with other 
family member 
  1                    17 
 
Sampling Strategies  
The use of purposeful sampling was best suited for this study because it provided 
context-rich and detailed accounts of the population and locations (Ravitch & Carl, 2016). The 
participants were purposefully chosen to participate in the study for a specific reason. Each 
participant represented a purposeful sampling. Each student participant was identified as a 
student with a mild-moderate disability, at least 18 years of age, and have experienced the same 
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IEP/transition process. Each parent had a child participating in the study and had participated in 
their child’s IEP/transition process. Each teacher had a student participating in the study and had 
participated in the student’s IEP/transition process. A small research sample was purposefully 
chosen so that inquiry can take place within natural contexts and in real-world situations as they 
naturally unfold (Bloomberg & Volpe, 2016).  
Information regarding how to locate and contact parents and students was obtained from 
the district’s computerized student information system. Special education teachers and general 
education teachers were reached at the school.  
The Institutional Review Board (IRB) was obtained prior to the inception of the project. 
All research participants’ consent was obtained before participation in the study. Research 
participants had the option to revoke consent to participate at any time.  
Data Collection Methods 
In qualitative research, data collection is a series of interrelated activities aimed at 
gathering useful information to answer the research questions (Creswell, 2007). Yinian 
perspective of case study posits for the exact planning for every step of data collection and for 
the researcher to utilize six sources of data, documentation archival records, interviews, direct 
observations, participant observations, and physical artifacts (Yazan, 2015). On the contrary, the 
Stakian view is that there is no particular moment when data collection begins and is informally 
gathered (Yazan, 2015). However, Merriam’s (1998) account provided detailed guidance for data 
collection and was utilized for this study (Yazan, 2015). Data collection methods included semi-
structured, individual interviews, and archival data. Prior to interviewing students and parents, a 
review of the student’s files was concluded to obtain familiarity with the student’s disability 
category, goals, interests, and needs. The researcher conducted pilot interviews with district 
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teachers and parents who did not participate in the study but had knowledge of the students and 
their experiences. The researcher used the archival working files as a means of triangulation. 
Creswell (2012) defined triangulation as collecting different types of data, data from individuals, 
or utilizing different methods to collect data and taking the information from each source to 
support a theme.  
Interviews 
The primary goals of interviews are to gain focused insights into individual’s lived 
experience; understand how participants make sense of and construct reality concerning the 
phenomenon, events, engagement, or experience in focus; and explore how individuals’ 
experiences and perspectives relate to other study participants and perhaps prior research on 
similar topics (Ravitch & Carl, 2016). The individual, semi-structured interviews took place 
virtually using Zoom Video Communications© meetings and were recorded with the participant’s 
permission. The interviews included warm-up questions and main questions to elicit individual 
perceptions, with each interview lasting up to 45 minutes (Appendix A). The interviews focused 
on historical information by asking the participants to reconstruct their experiences in special 
education and asking them to share the details of their recent experiences in the transition 
program. Interviews were conducted over the course of eight weeks to account for idiosyncratic 
days and to check for internal validity. Eight weeks provided adequate time to interview the 
students, parents, and teachers. The recorded Zoom Video Communications© interviews were 
transcribed and edited immediately following the interviews. Researcher’s marginal notes, 





Documents and Records 
 The data sources of documents and records included the student’s IEP, teacher working 
files, ineligibility records, student’s information within his or her cumulative records, and the 
school district’s student information system (SIS). Working files were kept by the special 
education teacher and contained student assessments, surveys, IEP goals, interest inventories, 
and work samples. Ineligibility records contained ineligibility notices detailing students who 
were failing by subject that were sent via email weekly to the director of special services by the 
assistant principal. These sources were useful as a supplementary source of data to the interview 
to relate a triangulation of methods. It, too, was valuable in validating themes among groups and 
subgroups. Gathering of archival data was utilized to gain information about the individual’s IEP 
related experiences and opportunities.  
Data Analysis Methods 
Data analyses and the interpretation of findings should be linked to answering the 
research questions posed (Fitzpatrick et al., 2011). This study used a qualitative approach 
informed by case study design. Within case study methodology, there is no single defined 
approach to data collection and analysis. However, both Stake and Merriam’s definition of data 
collection complements a constructivist epistemology (Yazan, 2015). Merriam defines data 
analysis as “the process of making sense out of the data. And making sense out of the data 
involves consolidating, reducing, and interpreting what people have said and what the researcher 
has seen and read – it is the process of making meaning” (Merriam, 1998, p. 178). Merriam and 
Stake offer complementary guidance in the data analysis process (Yazan, 2015). Data analysis 
focuses on organizing and reducing the information collected into themes or statistical 
descriptions and inferences (Fitzpatrick et al., 2011). For this in-depth study, the analysis 
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involved organizing the data by specific cases or groupings of students, parent/guardians, and 
teachers, then analyzing. Merriam (1998) posits that the right way to analyze data in a qualitative 
study is to do it simultaneously with data collection. Simultaneous data collection and analysis 
promoted a process of collection and analysis that was focused, non-repetitious, and provided a 
more manageable volume of material to be processed. Upon completion of each virtual 
interview, a transcript was created, edited for accuracy, then printed using colored paper specific 
to each population. Merriam (1998) provided a step-by-step process that began with pre-coding, 
reading of the very first interview transcript collected, and simultaneously making notations in 
the transcript’s margins. First cycle structural coding applied a content-based phase to relate the 
data to a specific research question (Saldana, 2013). First cycle coding entailed going back over 
the marginal notes and grouping those notes that seemed to go together. Upon completion of the 
first data collection and with a large amount of narrative data to be analyzed, a color-coding 
process was used to code the participant’s responses as they related to the research questions by 
the context of student-connectedness and relevancy to student’s ambitions.  
Second cycle coding categorized the data into fewer categories using focused coding 
method (Saldana, 2013). The next participant’s data was collected and analyzed just as the first, 
keeping in mind the list of groupings from the first data collection and making a separate list of 
marginal notes and comments. These two lists were then merged into one list, resulting in a 
master list per participant group.  
An Excel spreadsheet was used to identify and color-code each theme as identified per 
group of students, parents, teachers, resulting in a master list. The codes were defined and 
logically pieced together into broader themes. These efforts were strengthened through active 
participation and interactions with the data in an ongoing manner by revisiting and reorganizing 
53 
 
themes and data as different contexts, implications, and the overlapping of the data information 
were found. Thematic analysis provided the framework for interpretation. Interpretation was the 
effort put forth to figure out what the findings meant. 
Trustworthiness 
Trustworthiness is the act of being dependable, honest, and reliable. Trustworthiness 
should be interwoven throughout the entirety of a qualitative study. A study’s trustworthiness 
involves the demonstration that the researcher’s interpretations of the data are credible or “ring 
true” to those who provided data (Herr & Anderson, 2015). Qualitative research warrants a set of 
standards or criteria to increase validity and trustworthiness. Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) 
trustworthiness components include credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. 
These components were essential in validating the trustworthiness of this study.  
Credibility 
Credibility was established through the research design and the researcher’s instruments 
and data. Credibility was gained by concisely and thoroughly answering the research questions, 
making sure to elicit multiple perspectives and opinions. Patton (2002) states that the credibility 
of qualitative inquiry depends on three distinct but related inquiry elements: rigorous methods, 
the credibility of the researcher, and philosophical belief in the value of qualitative inquiry.  
The multiple perspectives and data collection ensured credibility by generating a 
thorough and well-rounded understanding of the perceptions of the three groups of participants. 
Triangulation strengthened the credibility by using a variety of data sources, multiple 
perspectives, and a qualitative approach.  
In qualitative inquiry, where the researcher is “the instrument,” calling oneself “reliable” 
is not enough. Instead, we, as researchers, distinguish the traits that make us personally 
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“credible” and ensure that our interpretations of the data are “trustworthy” (Marshall & 
Rossman, 2016). With 25 years of experience in special education as a previous special 
education teacher, school psychologist, special education director, and special education 
consultant, having worked in elementary, middle, and high schools in small, medium, and large 
districts, the researcher has accumulated a vast and knowledgeable perspective of the world of 
special education. 
Transferability 
Transferability is how qualitative studies can be applicable, or transferable,  
to broader contexts while still maintaining their context-specific richness (Ravitch & Carl, 2016). 
Methods for achieving transferability within this study entailed triangulated, descriptive data 
with a dedication to thick descriptions. The characteristics of thick descriptions are that it builds 
on multiple and triangulated methods, is contextual and historical, and captures individuals’ 
experiences and meanings in a situation, “allows the reader to experience vicariously the 
essential features of the experiences that are described” (Ravitch & Carl, 2016, p. 201). 
Transferability was achieved by making connections to the cultural and social contexts that 
surround the study and data collection to allow outside researchers or educational professionals 
to utilize the information.  
Dependability 
Dependability refers to the stability of the data and will be demonstrated by the alignment 
of the research questions, methodology, and data collection tools. Additionally, working with 
two fellow administrators and a cohort accountability partner was necessary to further establish 
dependability. The three examined the data derived from the coded interviews and archival data 




            One goal of confirmability is fully to acknowledge and explore ways that our biases and 
prejudices map onto our interpretations of data and to mediate those possible through structured 
reflexivity processes (Ravitch & Carl, 2016).  The acknowledgement that as a researcher and 
practitioner with 25 years of experience in special education, assumptions and biases were 
possible. Researcher reflexivity played an imperative role in transparently presenting these biases 
and minimizing the influences they might have in the use of researcher-generated data, such as 
marginal notes, observations, memos, and researcher interviews that were composed throughout 
the study. These acts provided connectivity for the data collection and analysis processes. 
Additionally, confirmability “is the concept that the data can be confirmed by someone other 
than the researcher” (Toma, 2006, p. 417).  Confirmability was secured through peer debriefing 
with fellow doctoral cohort students and critical friends, data/perspectival triangulation amongst 
study participants’ data, and structured reflexivity.  
Limitations and Delimitations 
            Certain aspects limited this study. This study looked at a limited number of students 
served in special education, parents, and teachers in one Oklahoma high school to understand the 
perceptions within this group of student experiences in the secondary transition process. This 
limiting factor brought concerns about the generalization of the study to the greater population.  
Another limitation was the researcher’s position as the director of special education, 
which may have hindered imparting insights that are free from the researcher’s bias and 
subjectivity. The relationships the researcher formed with students, teachers, and parents may 
hinder their openness due to such a position and brought about concerns that the participants 
were not honest in their description of their experiences or their perception of their experiences 
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for fear of disappointment. The researcher hoped that these kindred relationships, as well as 
reassurances that their honest input was sought for the purpose of creating a transition program 
that meets the students’ realistic needs, helped the participants feel comfortable sharing their 
perceptions of the transition services.  
A delimitation of this study was that it only represented one high school. The exclusion 
of student participants under the age of 18 and their parents was perceived to be a delimitation of 
the actual population of students with mild-moderate disabilities within the Oklahoma high 
school due to sample limitations related to age. As an employee in the school district where the 
study took place, and the familiarity with the program, students, parents, and teachers may have 
generated some bias. Adherence to ethical guidelines, utilization of self-reflection, and 
establishing member checks were instrumental in minimizing bias.   
Summary 
            Chapter Three provided a rationale for the methodology used in this study, the problem 
setting/context, the research sample and data sources, data collection and data analysis methods, 
trustworthiness, and limitations and delimitations. A qualitative research design based on the 
case study methodology with constructivist epistemology was utilized. The study was performed 
by conducting semi-structured virtual interviews through Zoom Video Communications© 
meetings and the gathering of archival data such as IEP documents and cumulative records from 
a purposeful sampling of students, parents, and teachers who participated in the secondary 
IEP/transition program. The results of the data were coded and analyzed using methods that 
assert rigor and trustworthiness. Overall, this study focused on the student experiences in the 
secondary transition process by obtaining and analyzing the perceptions of students with mild-
moderate disabilities, their parents or guardians, and their teachers. 
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Chapter Four: Results and Findings 
Introduction 
The purpose of this research study was to examine and analyze the perceptions of 
students with mild-moderate disabilities, teachers, and parents regarding the students’ 
experiences related to their secondary transition plan. More specifically, the qualitative single-
case study sought to identify areas of alignment and divergence of these three key members’ 
perspectives since experiences and perceptions are unique to an individual based on the context 
and individual’s perspective of the event. Previous research shows that students with mild-
moderate disabilities face more significant obstacles to graduation or are less likely to further 
their education past high school than their general education counterparts.  
Decades of research studies by prominent researchers have produced transition 
frameworks that stress the importance of student-centered approaches and the necessity of the 
student’s voice in creating transition plans that contribute to positive post-secondary outcomes. 
Yet students with special needs continue to struggle to overcome obstacles in their post-
secondary success, and the pressure mounts on the federal, state, and local levels for special 
educators and administrators to provide effective transition services. It is critical to understand 
how students with mild-moderate special needs disabilities experience transition to improve 
transition interventions (Powers et al., 2007). Many students with disabilities continue to 
experience transition services or plans that are not aligned with their aspirations and priorities 
(Trainor et al., 2020). This understanding will be achieved through investigation of the responses 
to the following research questions: 
1. In what specific ways does the secondary transition program provide opportunities and 
experiences that are student-centered? 
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2. In what specific ways does the secondary transition program provide opportunities and 
experiences that are relevant to the student’s goals after high school? 
This study utilized a qualitative, single-case study to examine the students’ experiences in 
the secondary transition program through in-depth interviews and archival documents of a 
purposeful sampling of recently graduated students with mild-moderate disabilities, their parents, 
and teachers. The data gathered in this study will benefit a variety of educators who work closely 
with students with mild-moderate disabilities, including teachers, school and vocational 
counselors, related service providers, school administrators, and educational researchers.  
Review of Methodological Approach 
This study used a qualitative approach informed by case study design. Within case study 
methodology, there is no single defined approach to data collection and analysis. However, both 
Stake and Merriam’s definition of data collection complements a constructivist epistemology 
(Yazan, 2015). Merriam (1998) posits that the correct way to analyze data in a qualitative study 
is to do it simultaneously with data collection. Simultaneous data collection and analysis 
promoted a process of collection and analysis that was focused, non-repetitious, and provided a 
more manageable volume of material to be processed. Upon completion of each virtual 
interview, a transcript was created, edited for accuracy, then printed using colored paper specific 
to each population. Merriam (1998) provided a step-by-step process that began with pre-coding, 
reading of the very first interview transcript collected, and simultaneously making notations in 
the transcript’s margins. First cycle structural coding applied a content-based phase to relate the 
data to a specific research question (Saldana, 2013). First cycle coding entailed a second review 
of the marginal notes, and grouping those notes that seemed to go together. Upon completion of 
the first data collection and with a large amount of narrative data to be analyzed, a color-coding 
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process was used to code the participant’s responses as they related to the research questions by 
the context of student-connectedness and relevancy to student’s ambitions.  
Second cycle coding categorized the data into fewer categories using focused coding 
method (Saldana, 2013). The next participant’s data was then collected and analyzed just as the 
first, keeping in mind the list of groupings from the first data collection and making a separate 
list of marginal notes and comments. These two lists were then merged into one list, resulting in 
a master list per participant group. The process of simultaneous data collection, analysis, and 
merging to master list continued per interview until all interviews were coded. 
An Excel spreadsheet was used to identify and color-code each theme as identified per 
group of students, parents, and teachers, resulting in a master list. The codes were defined and 
logically pieced together into broader themes. These efforts were strengthened through active 
participation and interactions with the data in an ongoing manner by revisiting and reorganizing 
themes and data organization as different contexts, and implications and the overlapping of the 
data information were found. Thematic analysis provided the framework for interpretation. 
Interpretation was the effort put forth to figure out what the findings meant.  
Participants 
The site for this research study was a high school in Oklahoma. Three hundred seventy-
five students are enrolled in the high school, with 60 of these students served in special 
education. Of those 60, 55 were determined eligible under disability categories referred to as 







Data retrieval from the district’s comprehensive electronic student files for special 
education, OK EdPlan, provided the information that 375 students were enrolled in the high 
school. Eleven of these students were at least18 years of age and were served in special 
education, all identified as students with mild-moderate disabilities. The individualized education 
plans of these 11 students were analyzed. All 11 students were invited to participate in the study. 
However, only six participated in the interviews. As displayed on Table 1 in Chapter 3, the 
students spent less than 30% of their school day in the special education setting (retrieval May 6, 
2020).  
Teacher Participants 
Of the 29 high school teachers, five teachers, three special education, and two general 
education participated in the study. As displayed on Table 2 in Chapter 3, the district employed 
only four special education teachers, as well as only four general education teachers from the 
four core subjects, English, math, science, and history, who taught within this age group. 
Archival data were collected at the school and analyzed within this study. 
Parent Participants 
 As displayed on Table 3 in Chapter 3, the six parents agreed to participate in the study. 
Data were collected from the district’s Student Information System and the parents regarding 
living demographics, and were considered within this study.  
Findings 
The goals of this study were to understand the perceptions of students with mild-
moderate disabilities, teachers, and parents regarding the students’ experiences related to their 
secondary transition plan. The findings provide insight into the perceptions of students with 
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mild-moderate disabilities, their parents, and their teachers on the student’s needs and 
experiences in the secondary transition process as well as assist the district-level administrators 
with a clearer and heightened understanding of each participant’s view of the transition process, 
analyzing those views, then determining needed changes to improve the educational and post-
secondary outcomes for the students. The primary value of this study is that it brings awareness 
of the critical views of students with disabilities which, in turn, allows school officials to make 
more informed program decisions. The themes that emerged were obtained through semi-
structured, individual interviews with students with mild-moderate disabilities, their parents, and 
their teachers, as well as the analysis of archival documents. Nineteen open-ended interview 
questions were aligned to the two research questions that allowed the participants to express their 
perceptions and opinions based on experiences related to the IEP/transition process or plan. The 
organization of the themes and categories used was research question alignment. Twenty-four 
subthemes emerged from the analysis based on the semi-structured interviews with students, 
teachers, and parents; each was characterized by using direct quotes that captured the overall 
meaning. These were merged into four overarching themes, including (a) student involvement, 
(b) depth of planning and implementation, (c) supportive and trusting student/special education 


















Overarching themes of perceptions regarding student-centered opportunities and experiences 
 
Documents and Records 
 The data sources of documents and records included the student’s IEP, teacher working 
files, ineligibility records, student’s information within their cumulative records, and the school 
district’s student information system (SIS). Working files were kept by the special education 
teacher and contained student assessments, surveys, IEP goals, interest inventories, and work 
samples. Ineligibility records contained ineligibility notices detailing students who were failing 
by subject that were sent out weekly by the assistant principal. These sources were useful as a 
supplementary source of data to the interview to relate a triangulation of methods. It, too, was 





Descriptive Student IEP Contents and Ineligibility 
 
Gathering of archival data was utilized to gain information about the individual’s IEP 
related experiences and opportunities. Table 7 illustrates that 91% of the participants eligible for 
the study attended his/her IEP meeting. One hundred percent of the students had at least one type 
of transition assessment, with 91% having a transition goal related to the assessment. Seventy-
three percent of the IEPs had activities that related directly to the goals. Only 36% of the IEPs 
contained activities outside of the district team, such as attending classes at the technology center 
or participating in the Pre-Employment Training Services. Seventy-three percent of the IEPs 
contained student-written narratives in the overall objective statements on the introductory page 
of the IEP. Sixty-three percent of the students had been reported as having a failing grade at 
some point during the school year.  
Research Question One 
 In what specific ways does the secondary transition program provide opportunities and 




 The students’ examples and explanations provided an in-depth look into the students’ 
perceptions. The data consisted of six transcribed individual interviews, and the data were 
analyzed according to the procedures outlined above. Analysis revealed the following areas of 
focus: student’s attendance at IEP, student’s voice, student’s ownership, and belonging, student’s 
IEP planning time, IEP services, and student/teacher relationships.  
 
Figure 5  
Categories and codes of student perceptions regarding student-centered opportunities and 
experiences 
The six students were asked to describe the opportunities they had to be part of their 
IEP/transition plan and to have a “voice” in their special education programming. Five of the six 
students reported that they attended their IEP/transition meetings and were encouraged to 
provide their input. Four of the six students reported that they answered questions about their 
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accommodations and if they needed anything changed for them. Three of the students stated that 
they wrote a paragraph about themselves, and it was put on the IEP. One male student said this 
about his contribution to the meeting, “Giving the input for myself made me feel, at least, that it 
was me making them [teachers] understand more. I guess because it was coming directly from 
me and what I was thinking.” He went on to say that he felt like “certain teachers” tried their best 
to understand what he needed to succeed, but some just could not. Four of the six students also 
stated that some teachers seemed to understand their needs better than others. One student 
shared, “My special education teacher discussed me returning to normal classes every year, and I 
did that my senior year. We decided that together and what we would do, you know, but still get 
help if needed.”  
Five of the six students said that they spent little time in the planning process of their IEP 
and the majority of the input they gave regarding their IEP/transition plan was about the 
accommodations they needed in their general education classes with little to no time spent 
discussing their academic goals. The students report that the discussions regarding their IEPs 
took place only a few days prior to the meeting date. One student said, “I guess they [teachers] 
just put whatever they thought I needed.” Another student said that “the goals were there just to 
make sure I passed the classes, so it was more about that than something I chose.” 
An overwhelming five of the six interviewed students felt like the meeting belonged to 
the special education teacher and their parents. One of the students chuckled and said: 
Yeah, I always got in trouble in those meetings. They were, like, you need to try harder. 
Do your work. Pay attention. You know that kind of stuff. I’d just say, Ok, I will, but you 
know me. I don’t like that stuff.  
 
One of the six felt that he had a dominant role in the meetings and believed it was because he 
started going to his meetings in 7th grade:  
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I feel like the first IEP meeting that I went to, I’m pretty sure I was in 7th grade, and I had 
asked to go because I wanted to know what they were saying about me. Everyone 
handled their business, and at the end, they asked if I had anything to say. But I don’t 
think they were really taking me seriously because of how young I was, right. But once I 
moved to high school, it definitely changed it. Growing and getting older and moving up 
in grades, I became more vocal. 
 
Unanimously, students said that they knew a teacher cared about them when the teacher knew 
something about them that was non-academic related or checked on them to make sure they were 
doing ok. The six students reported that they felt respected and understood in the special 
education setting. One student shared:  
I had a special education teacher who was really great. She didn’t just focus on 
academics, but also how the student was doing. So, I was having a really hard day one 
time and she took me to a different room and actually talked to me about it, and we sat 
there for like an hour and a half just talking about it because we are in special education 
and a lot of times students can’t really tell you what’s going on very well, you know. 
 
The six students also reported that their special education teachers advocated on their behalf with 
general education teachers. One student shared, “If I only heard from a teacher when I was 
failing or they needed me to turn something in, well, I guess, I don’t know, I don’t want to say 
that they didn’t care, but it just seemed like it was more about the class than me.” Another 
student remarked: 
Some teachers just seemed to go out of their way to help me, and some didn’t even 
modify my work. I mean, blatantly difficult assignments were modified well, but not all 
assignments would be modified. It was just inconsistent. I felt stupid when I had to go 
asked them, and they looked at me like, really, you can’t do that, and that just sucked. 
Those times, when teachers didn’t even try to make the modifications, it just, just, you 
know, I just didn’t care about whatever it was they wanted from me at that point. 
 
When asked which setting this took place, the student replied it took place in the general 
education setting and went on to add that it happened more than a few times. The student also 
said that this type of thing never happened in the special education setting but added that “For 




The teachers’ examples and explanations provided an in-depth look into their perceptions 
regarding the students’ opportunities and experiences. The responses focused on areas of 
student’s attendance at IEP meetings, teacher autonomy, leading roles of IEP meetings belonging 
to special education teachers, student input is increasing, need for student instruction regarding 
advocacy, and uncertainty regarding student perceptions of meetings.  
 
Figure 6 
Categories and codes of teacher perceptions regarding student-centered opportunities and 
experiences 
 
Teachers were asked to describe how students are given opportunities to be part of their 
IEP/transition plan and have a “voice” in their special education programming.  Four of the five 
teachers commented that students are invited to their IEP meetings. One of those teachers used 
the wording “encouraged to be present” at their meeting. One of the five teachers, special 
education teacher, remarked on the demands of schedules, and students being in all different 
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places made it difficult for students to receive opportunities to learn about their IEP. Another 
teacher shared the same sentiments but elaborated: 
Well, it is a little easier when I have direct instruction with them then I can, um, I have 
 had them make a slide show of what their IEP components are. And I tried to get them to 
 do a video on it, but it didn’t work as well as I wanted it to. I had, but I have had them do 
 their IEP on a slide show. And then we printed up the slide show and then they would 
 come to the IEP and then they would share that with the team so that they know exactly
 how they can participate and know what the components are. They learn more about 
 themselves when they do that.  
Four of the five teachers reported an increase in student attendance at their IEP meetings. 
Four of the five teachers shared that students are encouraged to express what they need to be 
successful. “I always ask my students what they feel like they need to help them succeed.” All 
five teachers shared that students were involved in some respect in their IEP/transition process; 
however, the opportunities and experiences of the students’ levels of involvement varied. Each 
of the five teachers made references regarding failing grades and the need for the students to take 
ownership in rectifying those grades.  
  Three of the five teachers, the special education teachers, reported discussing the 
student’s goals and plans frequently with the student. One of the special education teachers 
reported that goals are “collaboratively determined” with the students. Another special education 
shared:  
Um, as far as the goal setting, this is something new that we are trying, and I haven’t 
 quite got to that point yet. So, I feel like I’ve got a start in the right direction, but I 
 haven’t got there completely in having them identify a goal of what they want to do for 
 transition and to find jobs or how they are going to go about doing that.  
 
The general education teacher reported that the only discussion with her about the student’s goals 
was held at the IEP meeting.  
 Five of the five teachers reported that the special education teacher leads the IEP 
meetings and does the most talking. Three of the five teachers remarked that student input is 
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increasing, although the amount of verbal input varies depending upon the student. One teacher 
wondered if the students are intimidated because their teachers and parents are in the meeting. 
Another teacher voiced that by the time a student is a junior or senior, they should advocate for 
themselves and followed with:  
If we teach them how to do it in high school, it’s going to be a lot easier when they are in 
college and then mom is not going to have to jump through 1,000 hoops to advocate for a 
kid when she knows her kid can already do it. 
Yet another, wished that parents and students would contribute more to the meeting and process:  
 The most successful students with mild-moderate disabilities that I have seen are those  
 whose parents are just as invested in their child’s education as the special education 
 teacher. When this relationship is in place, the foundation for success is laid for the 
 student, and the special education teacher comes alongside and forms a mutual   
 partnership in learning with the parent and the student. 
 
One general education teacher offered that a trend had developed, and students are having more 
of a presence in their IEP meetings. When asked how as a teacher do you show that you care 
about students, the teacher responses varied. One stated:  
I have several students who routinely come to my classroom to just chill or cool down. I 
have an open door. Well, and then there was at least one student who graduated and her 
mom and I, I mean, we aren’t like BFFs or anything, but her mom and I text back and 
forth and I make sure that you know that student is doing ok. And I ask how she’s doing 
in college since she graduated. I was also invited to a few graduation parties that got 
canceled because of this corona business.  
 
The teacher also said that she continues to follow-up with her graduated students. Another 
teacher’s answer was academic-related: 
I care about their education, and I care about them becoming the citizens that they need 
to be. And being able to read and write, and you know, at a level where people know that 
they’ve graduated and that they are taken seriously. I show I care by being consistent and 
holding students to a higher standard.  I help them be successful.  
 
The remaining three teachers spoke of assisting the students in their classes and being a voice 
when they needed one. One of the special education teachers said: 
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By going above and beyond what’s expected simply because I care about them. Even if 
they probably could have done something on their own. I’m going the extra way to check 
on them and make sure that they can do it just because I care about them and I want them 
to be successful and not frustrated. 
 
Parents’ perspective. 
 The parents’ examples and explanations provided an in-depth look into their perceptions 
of their child’s experiences. The data consisted of six transcribed interviews, and the data were 
analyzed according to the procedures outlined above and resulted in themes of leading roles of 
special education teacher, limited knowledge of child’s involvement in the IEP process at school, 
and trust.  
 
Figure 7 
Categories and codes of parent perceptions regarding student-centered opportunities and 
experiences 
 
 All six parents participated in their child’s IEP meeting. Four of the six parents’ 
comments related to satisfaction with the IEP and reflected trust in the district to meet their 
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students’ educational needs. All six parents reported that their child was invited to their IEP 
meetings, although only five of the students attended. Four of the six parents’ responses reflected 
the importance of their child being at the meeting; however, two parents’ remarks showed 
indifference:  
Her teacher invites her, but it’s up to her if she wants to go. This year she didn’t want to 
miss class for it, like something was going on in class. It’s always the same old thing. We 
go in. They go over the paperwork, and we sign. 
 
and 
He doesn’t like going, but his teachers make him. They said if decisions are being made 
 about him, then he needs to speak up or say something about it. I’m not sure he would 
 say anything if he wanted to, so I don’t know. 
 
All parents said that their children were involved in the discussions regarding 
accommodations but were unsure of student involvement regarding the academic goals or 
transition goals. When asked about the student’s ownership and belonging, the six parents’ first 
responses were related to the accommodations that the student had on the IEP. Only one parent 
referred to the student’s attendance and voice at the IEP.  The same parent was the only one who 
reported at-home discussions with her child regarding the IEP. Five of the six parents believe 
that the leading role of the IEP belonged to the special education teacher. The one parent who 
reported that she had a significant role said that “They know me. They know I’m going to speak 
up for my kid, and we are going to call it out if it’s not right.” The parents reported that their first 
contacts at the school when they had questions about their child’s classes or grades were to the 
special education teachers regardless of who the course instructor was. All parents interviewed 





Research Question Two 
In what specific ways does the secondary transition program provide opportunities and 
experiences that are relevant to the student’s goals after high school?  
Interview questions related to research question two covered the topics regarding the 
connections of typical assignments, activities, and courses with the student’s future goals or 





Overarching themes of perceptions regarding opportunities and experiences relevant to post-






 The students’ examples and explanations provided an in-depth look into the students’ 
perceptions. The data consisted of six transcribed individual interviews, and the data were 
analyzed according to the procedures outlined above. Analysis revealed the following categories: 
focus on graduation, lack of program consistency regarding student opportunities and teacher 






Categories and codes of student perceptions regarding opportunities and experiences relevant to 
post-high school goals 
 
 The interview questions asked garnered varied student answers with little commonality. 
The six students each made reference that the purpose of their transition plan was to get them to 
graduation, but each had different following statements. One student stated, “My understanding 
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was that it was this thing to help keep track of my education and stuff and a way to communicate 
with my mom.” Another student stated: 
 Well, transition means to move to next grade, so to pass the class to get me through to the 
 next grade. That’s what it felt like for me like it didn’t matter how well I did or how bad 
 I did as long as I passed to the next year.  
 
The six students reported that before their IEP meetings, their special education teacher asked 
about what type of job they wanted and where they wanted to live after they graduated. They 
also reported that for the IEP, they took an online assessment that identified areas of career 
interest. When asked follow-up questions about their goals connected to those career interests, 
most of the students either said “I don’t know what they were” or asked, “what do  you mean?” 
One student said: 
To be honest, I mean my future goals and plans were not, basically, weren’t really set, 
 you know, I didn’t really have, really a goal, besides attending some type of college. So, I 
 would assume that a lot of stuff was done to help towards college and learning, but I’m 
 not sure. 
 
When asked, “how did your teachers connect your assignments to your plans for after high 
school,” student responses also varied but reflected a lack of consistency. Each of the six 
students made reference that activities and opportunities were different depending on the teacher. 
One student discussed a previous teacher who took them to college visits and job fairs her junior 
year but remarked that she did not have those same opportunities as a senior with a different, 
new teacher in that class. One student discussed a teacher who encouraged him to strive for 
more, but this was outside of the transition plan:  
He [teacher] constantly pushed me to go do things like honor band and all state and  
things like that because that looks great on the job resume or college. So he really helped 
me start to build that foundation for how I’m going to look for things later in life, not just 
in high school. 
 




I’ve actually thought about this a lot, and I think that there’s some classes that schools 
teach that we won’t ever really use, you know, that we would never use, and there’s some 
things that schools don’t teach enough of that would push people to understand the real 
world, like basically living on your own and paying bills. Yeah, we talked about it, but I 
didn’t learn anything about it, you know what I mean. And what if your parents don’t do 
it. Just, well, you know.  
 
Students’ typical responses regarding the question, “how did your courses help you learn more 
about possible post-secondary choices,” were “I’m not sure” or “I don’t think we talked about 
that.” When asked how the transition plan has helped them, all of the students’ answers reflected 
passing classes and meeting graduation requirements.  
Teachers’ perspective. 
The teachers’ examples and explanations provided an in-depth look into their perceptions 
regarding the students’ opportunities and experiences relevant to their life after high school. The 
responses focused on areas of teacher autonomy, students’ interest levels in being involved, 
varied opportunities for students, and classroom activities. 
 
Figure 10 
Categories and codes of teacher perceptions regarding opportunities and experiences relevant to 
post-high school goals 
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 Teachers were asked: “How do teachers, both special education and general education, 
connect assignments and activities to future goals or plans?” Four of the five teachers responded 
with specific descriptions, activities, or assignments related to connecting to future goals. A 
special education teacher explained:  
I did something a little bit differently this year, and I’m really excited about it. I took 
English and math, kind of combined the two of them together because we’re doing life 
skills in the English part and the math part. And it is like figuring up your budget, um, 
finding places to rent, then reading about the information that’s in it to learn about life 
things and filling out job applications and rental agreements. So, filling out forms and 
then, um, finding the job that they would like to have, and then finding an apartment, 
their paychecks, what part’s this, and then bills, like phone bills, water bills, tearing them 
apart to find out what days they are due, how much it is, all the parts and the components 
of that and that type of thing. And I have found by doing this, I have more, some of the 
ones that just barely do anything, I have had a lot more participation from them, and they 
are into it, and they are asking questions and making sure that they do it right. And that 
type of thing. And so that’s because it’s relating to them for when they get out of school 
and what they’re going to need to do in real life. 
 
A general educator responded:  
 
One thing that I’m learning from my higher educational journey is that more of that 
[connecting activities to future goals] needs to happen. So, some of the things that I’m 
seeing general ed teachers trying to do things like, you know, the research project might 
be research a career that you’re interested in, or something like that. I think it’s easier for 
the special ed teachers to do that because general ed teachers are expected to stick to the 
standards more- to the grade-level standards, but more of us are doing that too.  
 
Yet, another special educator said:  
Um, I don’t think that their assignments are really connected to their future goals and 
plans. I feel like it’s all standards-based driven. It’s not thinking about the future, like 
what the child’s going to do. But just how do we get them to pass this class to move them 
on to the next grade level.  
 
Another special education teacher voiced: 
The students who receive direct instruction in special education classes have greater 
 opportunities to learn about careers. It’s hard to find time with the students who are in 
 regular classes all day. We have what we call flex groups where, um, we have a certain 
 set of time like twenty minutes twice a week to work on things like the transition plan, 
 but we get pulled away from those types of activities because kids need to finish so and 
 so’s work or they are on the failing list so they have to go to another teacher’s flex group 
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 and I end up helping those kids, which I love helping kids, but I also want to make sure 
 that they learn about what else is out there.  
 
 The interview question “how do courses help students to learn more about possible post-
secondary choices” Two of the special education teachers, English and math, stated that they 
provide classroom activities that focus on increasing skills that the students will need transition 
from high school to the “real world.” These activities included instruction on writing letters, 
completing job applications, and understanding paychecks. Some type of transition assessment 
resource was identified by each of the five teachers as being new to the school system, but one 
teacher described each of those and the use in the transition planning process: 
What we do is we use it in the transition services pages, we use this assessment called 
TAGG [special education], we also use OK Career Guide [general education] and the 
ICAP [general education]. Our school requires that we kind of plan towards the students 
to get them motivated in thinking about their futures. They [students] really don’t care 
about it, but then by law, we have to do it. But then once they get into it [the web 
program] correctly, then they realized that it’s a good tool for them to use, especially OK 
Career Guide because they can make a plan. They can find out what jobs they have. They 
can find out what kind of requirements they need for it, and that type of thing, to help 
them to guide them to where they need to go. And so that’s also something that we can 
use in the IEP that covers the transition services requirements on that.  
  
Parents’ perspective. 
 The parents’ examples and explanations provided an in-depth look into their perceptions 
of their child’s experiences. The data consisted of six transcribed interviews, and the data were 
analyzed according to the procedures outlined above and showed leading roles of special 
education teacher, limited knowledge of activities or opportunities related to child’s future goals, 







Categories and codes of parent perceptions regarding opportunities and experiences relevant to 
post-high school goals 
 
 The parents were each asked: “How did teachers, both special education and general 
education, connect assignments and activities to your child’s future goals or plans?” Three of the 
six parents referenced the IEP meeting and the transition assessments’ results. Two of those 
responses reflected a generalization or awareness of the student’s future goals, but they could not 
provide specifics regarding the connections to assignments or activities. One of the responders 
said, “his band teacher is the one who has connected his assignments to his future goals the most. 
He’s the one that talks to him about college and careers in music.” Three of the six parents said 
that they do not know. The same three parents shared little information regarding activities and 
opportunities relevant to their child’s future goals. When asked, how did the courses help your 
child to learn more about possible post-secondary choices, the responses were the same as the 
previous question, with the one outlying parent responding, “Not until his senior year did we 
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discuss college or music as a possible career choice. I’m not sure that would have come up if he 
[band teacher] hadn’t brought it up.” However, all six parents’ responses suggested satisfaction 
with the special education teacher’s assistance in getting their child to graduation.  
Summary 
 Qualitative analysis of 17 in-depth interviews and archival documents was conducted to 
identify thematic units that describe the perceptions of students, teachers, and parents regarding 
the students’ experiences related to secondary transition services. Twenty-four subthemes 
emerged from the analysis based on the semi-structured interviews with students, teachers, and 
parents; each was characterized by using direct quotes that captured the overall meaning. These 
were merged into four overarching themes, including (a) student involvement, (b) depth of 
planning and implementation, (c) supportive and trusting student/special education 
teacher/parent relationships, and (d) existing barriers (Figures 10 & 11). All thematic units 
answer both research questions by describing the student experiences through each perspective. 
Additionally, the subthemes provide insights related to potential practices and policy changes 
that would assist district administrators and teachers in improving the experiences, opportunities, 
and outcomes for students with mild to moderate disabilities. An alignment of students’, 
teachers’, and parents’ perceptions were found in the areas of student’s attendance at IEP, 
student’s input on accommodations, stronger voice in special education setting, leading role of 
student’s education belongs to special education teacher, limited time for planning with student, 
positive student/teacher relationships, inconsistent student opportunities and experiences, limited 




The remaining subthemes should not be overlooked. Each sample group’s perspective should be 
valued and taken into consideration when decisions as important as programming for students 
with disabilities is concerned.   
 The purpose of this chapter was to analyze and identify findings from the study that 
answer the research questions. Research was conducted on the secondary transition experiences 
of students with mild-moderate disabilities through their own, their teachers’, and their parents’ 
perceptions. Four overarching themes emerged: student involvement; depth of student planning 
and implementation; supportive and trusting student/special education teacher/parent 
relationships; and existing barriers. Each theme that arose from the data analysis was based on 
the voices of students, teachers, and parents regarding the students’ experiences in a secondary 
transition program. Chapter Five provides interpretations and implications on educational 




Chapter Five: Conclusions and Implications  
Introduction and Study Overview 
The purpose of this research study was to examine and analyze the perceptions of 
students with mild-moderate disabilities, teachers, and parents regarding the students’ 
experiences related to their secondary transition plan. More specifically, the qualitative single-
case study sought to identify areas of alignment and divergence of these three key members’ 
perspectives since experiences and perceptions are unique to an individual based on the context 
and individual’s perspective of the event. An essential factor in choosing a qualitative single-case 
study method of research was its potential to empower students by giving them a voice in 
transition programming, yet, simultaneously providing information that will enable school 
district officials to have a better understanding of the students’ needs and make informed 
decisions in adjusting the secondary transition program to meet those individualized needs to 
improve their post-secondary outcomes. The research verifies that these are important aspects. 
The research regarding the secondary transition process is limited from the viewpoint of 
students, parents, and teachers, thusly, leaving the field with an incomplete understanding of how 
these team members perceive the learning and culture, as well as how the students think and feel 
about their IEP/transition programming.  
Case study is one of the more commonly used qualitative methodologies. This study’s 
epistemology leanings adhere to the Constructivist and Interpretivism paradigms. Through the 
Constructivist-Interpretivism paradigm, this research study sought to understand the student’s 
world, not as a static representation of natural law, but rather a fluidly change dynamic shaped 
and altered by the views and perceptions of the student (Ponterotto, 2005). This paradigm 
maintained the inductive nature of the qualitative research in which the researcher developed 
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awareness of emerging themes by interacting with the participants to explain the central research 
phenomenon and allow inquirers to inductively develop a pattern of meaning as opposed to 
starting with a theory (Creswell, 2014). Constructivist researchers often detail the processes of 
interaction between individuals and their specific contexts to better understand the situation.  
Previous research showed that students with mild-moderate disabilities face more significant 
obstacles to graduation or are less likely to further their education past high school than their 
general education counterparts.  
 Many of the post-secondary challenges that special education students face are linked to 
inadequate preparation for post-secondary success due to poor secondary transition planning 
(Gil, 2007; Oertle & Trach, 2007). Special education students are less likely to obtain 
employment, education, or income on the same level as their non-disabled counterparts (Clark, 
1996; Clark & Unruh, 2010). Research shows that students secure more desirable post-secondary 
outcomes when they experience a successful transition planning process (Clark, 1996; Oertle & 
Trach, 2007; Stodden, 2005). Such a process involves collaboration among students, parents, 
teachers, and interagency personnel in helping to prepare quality transition plans aligned with the 
students’ curriculum and post-secondary goals along with continued support from the 
collaborators after high school in helping the student to achieve the set post-secondary goals 
(Oertle & Trach, 2007). 
Summary of Findings 
 This chapter discusses the themes of student involvement, depth of student planning and 
implementation, supportive and trusting student/special education teacher/parent relationships, 
and existing barriers. The themes in this section are closely interconnected. For example, student 
involvement directly relates to the planning and implementation of a quality transition program. 
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It also directly relates to the supportive relationships formed between special education teachers 
and students. For this reason, an overlapping of the themes was necessary to provide insights into 
understanding the student’s experiences. Each research question and the overarching themes are 
discussed below. Following are the connections to the problem of practice and literature review, 
the implications for practice and research, as well as the impact of the research study on the 
practitioner.  
The research questions this study sought to address include:   
1. In what specific ways does the secondary transition program provide opportunities and 
experiences that are student-centered? 
2. In what specific ways does the secondary transition program provide opportunities and 
experiences that are relevant to the student’s goals after high school? 
Major Themes from Research Question 1 
Student Involvement. 
  Findings from the study indicated that students, teachers, and parents found agreement in 
three areas related to meaningful student involvement in IEP and transition planning: 1) student’s 
attendance and input at his/her IEP meeting; 2) student’s identification of needed 
accommodations and modifications; 3) student’s self-awareness skills as evidenced by student-
written narratives for the IEP objective statements.  
 A promising finding was that a student’s attendance at his or her IEP meeting had been 
prioritized within the district, with 100% of the student participants being invited and encouraged 
to attend. Ninety-one percent of the student participants attended their IEP meetings. The 
eighteen-year-old students are typically the initial contact for scheduling IEP meetings, and those 
students contacting the parents. Teachers reported that student attendance and input at the 
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meetings have been increasing. Parents’ statements reflected the importance of student 
attendance at the meetings and verified student attendance and participation in the meetings, as 
well as the student’s input in the IEPs.  
 The word “accommodations” was repeatedly said during the interviews by students, 
teachers, and parents. Analyses’ findings showed student involvement in identifying appropriate 
accommodations was the primary topic in student involvement. Not only is a student who has 
been involved in the selection of accommodations more likely to use those accommodations, but 
that student is also the one who is learning to advocate for himself or herself (The Iris Center, 
2017). When a student is learning to advocate for themselves, a student ultimately is learning to 
use reflective strategies by differentiating which accommodations are beneficial and which are 
not. Since accommodations are a service identified on the student’s IEP that typically spans 
general education and special education, many students and parents perceive accommodation 
implementation fidelity as the difference between passing and failing.   
 Self-awareness is a student-centered trait. A review of the archived IEPs illustrated that 
73% of the senior students with mild-moderate disabilities displayed self-awareness skills 
evidenced by student-written narratives for the IEP objective statements. The narratives provided 
trueness to the objective statements by allowing the students’ voices to reveal their perceptions 
of their strengths, needs, desires, and goals, not only academically but also transitionally.   
Planning and Implementation.  
 Transition planning typically occurs during an IEP meeting. Parents, general education 
teachers, special education teachers, a school administrator, and the student discuss 
postsecondary life options, including education, employment, and/or independent living (Clark, 
& Lee, 2012). Individualization makes certain that students are empowered to develop their own 
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authentic plan to meet their post-secondary goals. The student-written narratives provided a 
prelude to the contents of the IEP. IEP development has been connected to higher levels of goal 
attainment and graduation rates (Cavendish, 2018). Another promising finding was that 100% of 
the students had at least one type of transition assessment, with 91% having a transition goal 
related to the assessment. Seventy-three percent of the IEPs had activities that relate directly to 
the goals. However, only 36% of the IEPs contained activities outside of the district team, such 
as attending classes at the technology center or participating in the Pre-Employment Training 
Services. 
 The IEP/transition plan contents were reflective of the student’s narrative objective 
statement; however, the researcher found no evidence through the interviews nor the IEP 
contents that indicated the student played any role in developing goals or identifying goal-related 
activities. One of the special education teachers reported that goals are “collaboratively 
determined” with the students. Another special education teacher shared:  
Um, as far as the goal setting, this is something new that we are trying, and I haven’t 
 quite got to that point yet. So, I feel like I’ve got a start in the right direction, but I 
 haven’t got there completely in having them identify a goal of what they want to do for 
 transition and to find jobs or how they are going to go about doing that.  
 
A second special education teacher further explained the importance of collaboration in the goal-
setting process:  
A sped teacher must see the student, otherwise, the collaboration can’t take place that 
needs to.  The IEP should consider the student’s input. It is, after all, the student’s IEP, 
especially for the transition process.  Even if the student does not know what he/she 
wants to do, the conversation started and goals discussed will hopefully help start the 
thinking process of post-school plans. 
 
The general education teacher reported that the only discussion regarding the student’s goals was 
held at the IEP meeting. Students and teachers agreed that limited time was spent in the planning 
process. The students report that the discussions regarding their IEPs took place only a few days 
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prior to the meeting date. A special education teacher said, “The students who receive direct 
instruction in special education classes have greater opportunities to learn about careers. It’s hard 
to find time with the students who are in regular classes all day.” Parents appeared to have little 
to no knowledge regarding the student’s experiences in the planning and implementing the 
IEP/transition plan.  
 The data suggested that student-centered student involvement in planning and 
implementation was limited to IEP meeting preparation and verbal input related to needs and 
accommodations and participation in the transition assessment.  
Student-Teacher Relationships. 
 Students, teachers, and parents collectively perceive the students’ experiences with their 
special education teachers as positive and supportive. Findings from the study indicated that 
students, teachers, and parents found agreement in three areas related to supporting and trusting 
student/special education teacher/parent relationships: positive student/teacher relationships; the 
leading role of student’s education belongs to special education teacher; and stronger student 
voice in special education setting.  
 Student responses reflected a sense of security and effective communication regarding 
their relationships with the special education teachers. The six students reported that their special 
education teachers advocated on their behalf with general education teachers. One of the special 
education teachers said: 
By going above and beyond what’s expected simply because I care about them. Even if 
 they probably could have done something on their own. I’m going the extra way to check 
 on them and make sure that they can do it just because I care about them and I want them 
 to be successful and not frustrated. 
 
This sentiment appeared to be a common trend among the special educators. The parents’ 
responses reflected the trust and a reliance on the special education teachers to advocate on their 
87 
 
child’s behalf. The parents reported that their first contacts at the school when they had questions 
about their child’s classes or grades were to the special education teachers regardless of who the 
course instructor was. 
Existing Barriers. 
 These findings suggested that although the district showed experiences of valuable 
student presence and input in their IEP meetings and trusting, supportive student-teacher 
relationships, significant barriers to student-centered experiences and opportunities exist. 
Ongoing challenges experienced and perceived by students, teachers, and parents were limited 
planning time with the student, inconsistent student opportunities and experiences, student’s and 
parent’s limited understanding of IEP/transition, limited student voice in general education, and 
limited parental knowledge of student’s experiences related to planning and implementation.  
 Through an analytical lens, this discussion ties these challenges together under the theme 
of planning and implementation. Planning time with students is vital and must be made a 
priority. Students should be given the opportunity to realize that they are a valuable and viable 
part of their education. Without such planning, students have fewer opportunities to learn and 
understand their IEP/transition plan. Without such planning, students have fewer opportunities to 
understand their strengths and utilize those strengths to overcome their needs. Without adequate 
planning time with students, the students have fewer opportunities to obtain and practice the self-
efficacy skills to make sound decisions related to their education. These skills must be taught. 
They must be practiced. They must be a priority. Subsequently, adequate and appropriate 
planning decreases the likelihood of inconsistent student opportunities and experiences, increases 
understanding of the IEP, and its benefits raise the student’s voice and have greater chances of 
increasing parental knowledge of the student’s experiences related to services.   
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Major Themes from Research Question 2 
Student Involvement. 
 The study’s findings indicated that students, teachers, and parents found agreement in one 
area related to relevant student involvement in IEP and transition planning- sufficient transition 
assessments. The six students reported that before their IEP meetings, their special education 
teacher asked about what type of job they wanted and where they wanted to live after they 
graduated. They also reported that for the IEP, they took an online assessment that identified 
areas of career interest. When asked follow-up questions about their goals connected to those 
career interests, most of the students either said, “I don’t know what they were” or asked, “what 
do you mean?” Students’ typical responses regarding the question, “how did your courses help 
you learn more about possible post-secondary choices,” were “I’m not sure” or “I don’t think we 
talked about that.” When asked how the transition plan has helped them, all of the students’ 
answers reflected passing classes and meeting graduation requirements.  
 Three of the six parents referenced the IEP meeting and the transition assessments’ 
results. Two of those responses reflected a generalization or awareness of the student’s future 
goals, but they could not provide specifics regarding the connections to assignments or activities. 
 Four of the five teachers responded with specific descriptions, activities, or assignments 
related to connecting to future goals. Students and teachers reported inconsistencies in 
opportunities and activities related to transition services. When asked, “how did your teachers 
connect your assignments to your plans for after high school,” student responses also varied but 
reflected a lack of consistency. Each of the six students referred that activities and opportunities 
were different depending on the teacher. One student discussed a previous teacher who took 
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them to college visits and job fairs her junior year but remarked that she did not have those same 
opportunities as a senior with a different, new teacher in that class. 
Planning and Implementation. 
 “The primary purpose of transition planning is to clearly define the student’s 
postsecondary goals by addressing and defining student strengths, needs, and desires in order to 
develop an appropriate high school curricular plan, including academic and functional 
coursework and community-based instruction necessary to meet post-secondary goals” (Mazzotti 
et al., 2009). The teachers’ responses were detailed and specific regarding activities related to the 
transition plan. The activities detailed by the teachers are recommended by the state agencies and 
relevant to post-secondary goals. However, students and parents are not connecting those 
activities as being related to the transition services or post-secondary goals, indicating a lack of 
knowledge of the transition plan’s purpose. Subsequently, the six students each stated that the 
purpose of their transition plan was to get them to graduation, but each had different following 
statements. One student commented, “My understanding was that it was this thing to help keep 
track of my education and stuff and a way to communicate with my mom.” Another student 
stated: 
 Well, transition means to move to next grade, so to pass the class to get me through to the 
 next grade. That’s what it felt like for me like it didn’t matter how well I did or how bad 
 I did as long as I passed to the next year.  
 
 One parent stated that the special education teacher created a great plan and had great 
ideas for activities for the transition plan but failed to implement or follow through with actions. 
The remaining five parents’ responses were minimal. They revealed that they had little 
knowledge of the potential benefits of a quality transition plan and limited knowledge of their 
90 
 
own child’s plan, suggesting poor communication or parental inclusion on the part of the school 
staff.    
Existing Barriers. 
 Teachers’ responses indicated a lack of time to collaborate with students, parents, and 
other teachers. One teacher’s comment summed up those responses:  
Time and duties of sped and gen ed teachers make it difficult for them to find time to sit 
 down with students to plan for IEP’s or gen ed classroom success. At present, sped 
 teachers are running interference between gen ed teachers and students. The system is 
 operating, but far below maximum efficiency and proficiency. In effect, one could say---
 the current system truly doesn’t work. It’s not broken---it’s just not working for the 
 maximum benefit of any of the team members. 
 
This lack of collaboration, in essence, inhibits the participation of the team, understanding of the 
purpose and process, meaningful and relevant student opportunities and experiences, and limits 
the focus to passing classes and graduation requirements.  
Connections to Professional Problems of Practice 
 Decades of research studies by prominent researchers have produced transition 
frameworks that stress the importance of student-centered approaches and the necessity of the 
student’s voice in creating transition plans that contribute to positive post-secondary outcomes. 
Yet, students with special needs continue to struggle to overcome obstacles in their post-
secondary success. The pressure mounts on the federal, state and local levels for special 
educators and administrators to provide effective transition services; it is critical to understand 
how students with mild-moderate disabilities experience transition to improve transition 
interventions (Powers et al., 2007). Many special education programs have ignored how 
empowering managing their own learning experiences can be for students.  
 The district’s annual compliance and performance review results showed that students 
with disabilities had a more significant percentage of dropouts, absenteeism, and retention. 
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Based on the district’s 2013 cohort, students with disabilities did not meet the state’s graduation 
rate requirement, meaning four students served in special education did not graduate on time. 
Because of this, the school was placed on Level 2 Support, which required a self-assessment and 
professional development.  
 Through this self-assessment and professional development process, the team determined 
that although the requirements for compliance in the transition services were being met, the 
needs of the students were not. The team causally identified several problems regarding the 
transition program. The program lacks a map, similar to curriculum mapping, which articulates 
active team participation and student-directed activities that are post-secondary related. As a 
result of the district self-assessment and professional development process, the district team 
concluded that one such way that they can remedy this need is to implement a student-centered 
and student-directed process that is recommended by the Oklahoma State Department of 
Education.  
 Research shows that students secure more desirable post-secondary outcomes when they 
experience a successful transition planning process (Clark, 1996; Oertle & Trach, 2007; Stodden, 
2005). As a part of this problem of practice, the study looked to understand the students’ 
experiences related to the transition process through the voices of the students, their parents, and 
their teachers. The study sought to identify areas of alignment and divergence of these three key 
members’ perceptions. Armed with the study results, school district officials have a better 
understanding of the students’ needs and can make informed decisions in adjusting the secondary 





Connections to the Existing Research Literature 
Because the literature on the topic regarding secondary transition is extensive, this review 
focused on relevant and related topics of the student experiences in the secondary transition 
program, focusing on student-centeredness and student involvement. The Office of Special 
Education Programs (OSEP) requires that school districts submit measures of graduation 
(Indicator 1), dropping out (Indicator 2), exclusionary discipline rates (Indicator 4), and 
postschool outcomes (Indicator 14) so that there is an understanding as to what happens to 
students with disabilities during and after high school and if the achievements of students are 
meeting the primary purpose of special education, post-secondary success (Trainor et al., 2020). 
 Cavendish’s and Connor’s (2018) mixed-method research design used qualitative 
interviews and quantitative surveys to obtain students’, parents’, and teachers’ perspectives on 
factors that influence meaningful student and parent involvement in IEP and transition planning 
(2018). The quantitative perspective ratings on the Student Involvement Survey results showed 
no difference between teachers and students regarding the level of school efforts to facilitate 
student and parent involvement in educational planning. However, the qualitative interviews 
revealed the emergence of four primary themes regarding challenges to meaningful involvement: 
“(a) facilitation of student involvement in IEP development, (b) challenges to parent 
involvement in IEP development, (c) challenges and effective supports for graduation, and (d) 
supports needed for career and college preparation.” 
Interestingly, all students, teachers, and parents stated challenges in meaningful 
involvement by both students and parents in the development of the IEP. Students found class 
schedules and parental nonattendance at the IEP/transition meetings as significant challenges in 
their meaningful experiences. Only six of the 16 students reported attending their IEP in the 
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previous year. Only two of the students who attended their IEP felt like their opinions were 
considered. One student who attended has participated in all her meetings, remarked that she 
feels that she is supported 110%, and her teachers hear her voice.  
 It is important to recognize ways in which these students receive services and support to 
improve their experiences and outcomes. The services and supports should be relevant and 
reflective of the desired outcomes for students with disabilities. “Students’ experiences and 
achievements during high school (e.g., skill and knowledge acquisition, grades, early work 
experience) provide the most proximal measures of the impact of the services and supports 
delivered at the secondary level through both special and general education” (Trainor et al., 
2020). 
Connections to Conceptual Framework 
The conceptual framework provided suggestions for examining and analyzing the 
perceptions of students, parents, and teachers regarding the students’ experiences in the 
secondary transition process with the goal of utilizing the perceptual data to create a student-
centered (person-centered) transition program that cultivates student involvement, self-
determination skills, and agency. The conceptual framework for this study was influenced by 
personal experiences as a teacher, school psychologist, and administrator in special education 
and the findings from the review of the literature.  
A recent district data profile revealed that Indicator 1: Graduation from High School with 
a Regular Diploma (Percent of youth with IEPs, in Cohort year, who graduated with a diploma) 
did not meet the state target score. The decision to implement a more student-centered and 
focused process was based on the results of a district self-assessment and professional 
development participation. The district team believed that this would aid in student success by 
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promoting self-advocacy, self-efficacy, and a better understanding of the relevancy of academics, 
as well as post-secondary opportunities.  
The results from the interviews and archival data match the literature review in four 
areas: 1) identifying scheduling challenges related to student involvement in planning and 
implementation and collaboration amongst team members; 2) primary focus on academically 
meeting graduation requirements with little focus on post-secondary goals; 3) lack of a 
systematic alignment of transition curriculum; 4) teacher autonomy resulting in inconsistent 
student experiences and opportunities. However, in the areas of student attendance and input at 
the IEP meetings, 100% of the studied students were invited to their IEP meetings, with 91% 
attending and providing input, in contrast to The National Longitudinal Transition Study-2, 
which revealed that 57.7% of more than 11,000 students, aged 14–22 attend their IEP meetings, 
but only 12.2% offer significant input (The Iris Center, 2017). 
Limitations and Delimitations 
Several limitations and delimitations should be considered when reading this study.  
 First, this study looked at a limited number of students served in special education, parents, and 
teachers in one Oklahoma high school to understand the perceptions within this group of student 
experiences in the secondary transition process. This limiting factor brought concerns about the 
generalization of the study to the greater population. The second limitation to consider was the 
researcher’s position as the director of special education, which may have hindered imparting 
insights that were free from the researcher’s bias and subjectivity. The relationships the 
researcher formed with students, teachers, and parents might have hindered their openness due to 
such a position and brought about concerns that the participants were not honest in their 
description of their experiences or their perception of their experiences for fear of 
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disappointment. While hopes that these kindred relationships, as well as reassurances that their 
honest input was sought for the purpose to create a program that meets the students’ realistic 
needs, helped the participants feel comfortable sharing their perceptions of themselves. The third 
limitation to note was that the study was completed during the COVID-19 pandemic. The 
utilization of virtual interviews via Zoom Video Communications© may have affected the 
participants’ levels of comfort in the interview process.  
 A delimitation of this study was that the study only represented one high school. The 
exclusion of student participants under the age of 18 and their parents was perceived to be a 
delimitation of the actual population of students with mild-moderate disabilities within the 
Oklahoma high school due to sample limitations related to age. As an employee in the school 
district where the study took place, and the familiarity with the program, students, parents, and 
teachers might have generated some bias. Adherence to ethical guidelines, utilization of self-
reflection, and establishing member checks were instrumental in minimizing bias. 
Implications for Professional Practice 
Each of the overarching themes identified in this study provides the opportunity to reflect 
on the implications of current practices and consider how practices can be changed. The 
transition process should be focused on the student, their strengths, needs, and desires. It is 
imperative to the ongoing of such a program that we take into consideration the student’s 
perceptions. Without their perceptions, we have no idea what they want, need, or how they want 
to get there. Teachers, parents, and students do not always share the same vision when it comes 
to the transition plan, but their input and participation are vital to the process (Clark, 1996). 
 These findings suggested that although the district showed experiences of valuable 
student presence and input in their IEP meetings and trusting, supportive student-teacher 
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relationships, significant barriers to student-centered and relevant experiences and opportunities 
exist. Ongoing challenges experienced and perceived by students, teachers, and parents were 
limited planning time with the student, inconsistent student opportunities and experiences, 
student’s and parent’s limited understanding of IEP/transition—specifically that the sole means 
of an IEP is a means to pass courses and graduate, limited student voice in general education, 
and limited parental knowledge of student’s experiences related to planning and implementation.  
School professionals must create an atmosphere of priority and rigor in enforcing the 
transition process and fidelity of collaboration, implementation, and accountability. One such 
way to begin transforming the process is to establish a systematic alignment of the curriculum 
for the transition process by utilizing the operationally defined evidence-based predictors and 
sets of essential transition program characteristics to structure the mapping and also as a means 
to assist educators in “understanding what is necessary to develop, implement, and evaluate 
secondary transition programs” (Rowe et al., 2015, p. 113). The systematic approach to 
curriculum mapping should involve collaboration among all of the educators who instruct 
students within the school, the students, and the parents. This study offers insight into the 
students’ experiences and opportunities and provides valid and valuable guidance for curriculum 
mapping.  
Adult collaboration is missing in the secondary transition planning process. More 
collaboration is needed amongst special education staff, general education staff, and district 
administrators. Overall, parents expressed trust and support of their children’s special education 
teachers. However, their lack of knowledge of the transition process and plans indicate that 
collaboration efforts between the school staff and parents must improve.  
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Having a concise transition map from 8th grade through high school will decrease 
inconsistent student experiences and opportunities, increase students’ and parents’ 
understanding, target areas of transitional needs for both teachers and students, clearly define 
students’ and teachers’ roles, identify timeframes for goals and activities, and detail specific 
accountability measures. Additionally, developing a transition curriculum map streamlines the 
transition process and provides clarity and direction for purposeful planning time. Planning a 
student’s educational pathway and annual goals cannot occur successfully unless the student’s 
post-secondary goals are known. In other words, transition drives the development of the 
IEP (deFur et al., 2001). 
Implications for Future Research 
This single-case study’s findings are directly in line with previous findings of the 
Cavendish-Connor mixed-methods study, which examined the perspectives on factors that 
influence meaningful student and parent involvement in IEP transition planning (Cavendish & 
Connor, 2018). In some respect this study could be regarded as an extension to that study, 
however, this study’s intentions were to examine and understand the perceptions of students’ 
experiences as being student-centered and relevant to their post-secondary goals, then utilizing 
that understanding to determine a course of action to improve the district’s transition services 
programming. The findings revealed existing challenges such as student involvement was limited 
to attendance and input at IEP meetings, inconsistent planning and implementation, lack of 
knowledge of the transition process, and little collaboration amongst stakeholders and team 
members.  
An area for longitudinal research could be directed at the influence of the student’s voice 
on transition curriculum development or mapping. A study of this nature would bring valuable 
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insight into the student’s perception of relevance and practicality. Following the premise of a 
student who has been involved in the selection of accommodations being more likely to use 
those accommodations, hypothetically, a student who has been involved in his or her curriculum 
mapping is more likely to have better post-secondary outcomes.  
Impact of the Research on Practitioner 
 The impacts of involvement in research are often described in terms of the difference 
made to the research and less about the difference made in the researcher. As a researcher, my 
perspective has been enlightened. As a practitioner, I have a deeper understanding of not only the 
intended students’ experiences in IEP/transition programming, but also the teacher’s and parent’s 
interpretations of their own experiences that reached deeper than the opportunities and 
experiences related to and relevant to the student’s post-secondary goals. Two common 
occurrences stood out to me and gave me considerable pause in my thinking: students’ and 
teachers’ spoken gratitude in being asked about their experiences.  
 Even though special education research is extensive, district-level special education 
perceptual inquiries are not. I was surprised by the number of students and teachers who thanked 
me for doing the study and taking an interest in revealing their world. I observed a sincerity in 
their voices and a willingness to provide information that they hoped would improve a program 
for others. I listened as students expressed that they want teachers to know how important it is to 
get to know them and to understand that their hidden or mild disability requires more than 
accommodations to pass a class. I heard special education teachers who care so deeply about 
their students and their successes but are pulled in too many directions to do it all alone. I heard 





 The purpose of this research study was to examine and analyze the perceptions of 
students with mild-moderate disabilities, teachers, and parents regarding the students’ 
experiences related to their secondary transition plan. This research hopes to provide information 
that will enable school district officials to understand the students’ needs better and make 
informed decisions in adjusting the secondary transition program to meet those individualized 
student needs and improve post-secondary outcomes.  
The research questions this study sought to address include:   
1. In what specific ways does the secondary transition program provide opportunities and 
experiences that are student-centered? 
2. In what specific ways does the secondary transition program provide opportunities and 
experiences that are relevant to the student’s goals after high school? 
The responses to the research questions produced themes of student involvement, depth of 
student planning and implementation, supportive and trusting student/special education 
teacher/parent relationships, and existing barriers. The themes are closely interconnected. For 
example, student involvement directly relates to the planning and implementation of a quality 
transition program. It also directly relates to the supportive relationships formed between special 
education teachers and students. For this reason, an overlapping of the themes was necessary to 
provide insights into understanding the student’s experiences. 
 Most of the participants in the study framed their responses in a positive manner towards 
the district. These findings suggested that the district showed experiences of valuable student 
presence and input in their IEP meetings and trusting supportive student-teacher relationships. 
The study also revealed that significant barriers to student-centered and relevant experiences and 
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opportunities exist. Ongoing challenges experienced and perceived by students, teachers, and 
parents were limited planning time with the student, inconsistent student opportunities and 
experiences, student’s and parent’s limited understanding of IEP/transition- specifically that the 
sole means of an IEP is a means to pass courses and graduate, limited student voice in general 
education, and limited parental knowledge of student’s experiences related to planning and 
implementation.  
Planning a student’s educational pathway and annual goals cannot occur successfully 
unless the student’s post-secondary goals are known. In other words, transition drives the 
development of the IEP (deFur et al., 2001). Findings from the study revealed the district had 
made positive gains in improving student involvement and teacher/student relationships. 
However, areas of significant importance need improving. Having a concise transition map from 
8th grade through high school will decrease inconsistent student experiences and opportunities, 
increase students’ and parents’ understanding, target areas of transitional needs for both teachers 
and students, clearly define students’ and teachers’ roles, identify timeframes for goals and 
activities, and detail specific accountability measures. Additionally, developing a transition 
curriculum map streamlines the transition process and provides clarity and direction for 
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This interview protocol was used with students, parents, and teachers to examine and understand 
the secondary transition practices through their perceived experiences.  
Purpose Statement 
The purpose of this research study was to examine and analyze the perceptions of students with 
mild-moderate disabilities, teachers, and parents regarding the students’ experiences related to 
their secondary transition plan. 
Research Questions 
1. In what specific ways does the secondary transition program provide opportunities and 
experiences that are student-centered? 
2. In what specific ways does the secondary transition program provide opportunities and 
experiences that are relevant to the student’s goals after high school? 
Goals 
1. Develop a strong student-centered and student-directed secondary transition program that 
is intentional and relevant.  
2. Increase school personnel’s engagement of students and parents in the secondary 
transition process. 
3. Increase student’s involvement and educational relevancy in the secondary transition 
process. 




Interview Protocol for Students 
 
Introduction: 
Hi (student’s name), Thank you for visiting with me today. As you know I am interested in your 
experiences in the secondary transition process. There are no right or wrong answers. I would 
like for you to feel comfortable in saying what you really think and how you really feel. It is 
important that you are honest with your answers and not just say what you think I want to hear 
because I work here. I want our program to be the best that it can be and your information about 
your experience is important to that. Everything you say will remain with me. It is completely 
confidential. If it is ok with you, I would like to tape record our discussion so that I can focus on 
our conversation and not have to take too many notes? Do you have any questions? 
Interview Questions 
Warm-up Questions: 
1. How many years did you attend in this district? 
2. Tell me about your IEP. 
3. How were you notified or made aware that your IEP was due? 
4. Did you go? How many of your IEPs have you been to? 
Main Interview Questions: 
Research Question One 
In what specific ways did the secondary transition program provide opportunities and 
experiences that are student-centered? 
5. How were you given opportunities to be part of your IEP/transition plan and have a 
“voice” in the special education programming?  
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6. What activities occurred, or experiences were provided, to make you feel a sense of 
ownership or belonging?  
7. How much time did you spend discussing your goals and plan with your teachers and 
parents? 
8. Tell me about your meeting. How much input or talking did you do? Who talked the 
most? What are your thoughts on that? 
Research Question Two 
In what specific ways does the secondary transition program provide opportunities and 
experiences that are relevant to the student’s goals after high school? 
9. Please tell me about the typical assignments you have participated in your classes? 
10. What type of choices were you provided through activities or assignments to show your 
teacher what you have learned? 
11. How did teachers, both special education and general education, connect assignments and 
activities to future goals or plans? 
12. How do your courses help you to learn more about possible post-secondary choices? 
13. How do teachers demonstrate their knowledge of your interests outside of school and your 
academic or career goals? 
14. What is the role of a transition plan in your education? 
15. Tell me how the transition process has helped you? 
16. What changes would you make to the process and why? 
17. What would you recommend improving the transition planning process? 




19. Is there any additional information that you would like to share? 
Interview Protocol for Parents 
Introduction: 
Hi (parent’s name), Thank you for visiting with me today. As you know I am interested in your 
experiences in the IEP/transition process. There are no right or wrong answers. I would like for 
you to feel comfortable in saying what you really think and how you really feel. It is important 
that you are honest with your answers and not just say what you think I want to hear because I 
work here. I want our program to be the best that it can be and your information about your 
experience is important to that. Everything you say will remain with me.  I would like to tape 
record our discussion so that I can focus on our conversation and not have to take too many 
notes. Is that ok with you? Do you have any questions? 
Interview Questions 
Warm-up Questions: 
1. How many years did he/she attend this district? 
2. Tell me about (child’s name)’s IEP. 
3. How were you notified or made aware that his/her IEP was due? 
4. Did (child’s name) go? How many of his/her IEPs have he/she been to? 
Main Interview Questions: 
Research Question One 
In what specific ways does the secondary transition program provide opportunities and 
experiences that are student-centered? 
5. How was (child’s name) given opportunities to be part of his/her IEP/transition plan and have 
a “voice” in the special education programming?  
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6. What activities occurred, or experiences were provided, to make (child’s name) feel a sense of 
ownership or belonging?  
7. How much time did (child’s name) spend discussing his/her goals and plan with his/her 
teachers and you? 
8. Tell me about (child’s name)’s meeting. How much input or talking did he/she do? Who 
talked the most? What are your thoughts on that? 
Research Question Two 
In what specific ways does the secondary transition program provide opportunities and 
experiences that are relevant to the student’s goals after high school? 
9. Please tell me about the typical assignments (child’s name) have participated in his/her 
classes? 
10. What type of choices were (child’s name) provided through activities or assignments to show 
the teacher what he/she has learned? 
11. How did teachers, both special education and general education, connect assignments and 
activities to future goals or plans? 
12. How do (child’s name) courses help him/her to learn more about possible post-secondary 
choices? 
13. How do teachers demonstrate their knowledge of (child’s name) interests outside of school 
and his/her academic or career goals? 
14. What is the role of a transition plan in (child’s name)’s education? 
15. Tell me how the transition process has helped (child’s name)? 
16. What changes would you make to the process and why? 
17. What would you recommend improving the transition planning process? 
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18. Is there any additional information that you would like to share? 
Interview Protocol for Teachers 
Introduction: 
Hi (teacher’s name), Thank you for visiting with me today. As you know I am interested in your 
experiences in the IEP/transition process. There are no right or wrong answers. I would like for 
you to feel comfortable in saying what you really think and how you really feel. It is important 
that you are honest with your answers and not just say what you think I want to hear because I 
work here. I want our program to be the best that it can be and your information about your 
experience is important to that. Everything you say will remain with me.  I would like to record 
our discussion so that I can focus on our conversation and not have to take too many notes. Is 
that ok with you? Do you have any questions? 
Interview Questions 
Warm-up Questions: 
1. In what subject and grades do you work? 
2. How many years have you been in this district? 
3. How do you notify or make students and parents aware that the IEP is due? 
4. How many IEPs do you participate in yearly? 
Main Interview Questions: 
Research Question One 
In what specific ways does the secondary transition program provide opportunities and 
experiences that are student-centered? 
5. How are your students given opportunities to be part of their IEP/transition plan and have a 
“voice” in the special education programming?  
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6. What activities occur, or experiences are provided, to make your students feel a sense of 
ownership or belonging?  
7. How much time do your students spend discussing their goals and plan with parents and you? 
8. Tell me about your students’ meetings. How much input or talking do they do? Who talks the 
most? What are your thoughts on that? 
Research Question Two 
In what specific ways does the secondary transition program provide opportunities and 
experiences that are relevant to the student’s goals after high school? 
9. Please tell me about the typical assignments your students participate in his/her classes? 
10. What type of choices are your students provided through activities or assignments to show 
you what he/she has learned? 
11. How do teachers, both special education and general education, connect assignments and 
activities to future goals or plans? 
12. How do courses help students to learn more about possible post-secondary choices? 
13. How do teachers demonstrate their knowledge of (child’s name) interests outside of school 
and his/her academic or career goals? 
14. What is the role of a transition plan in a student’s education? 
15. Tell me how the transition process helps students? 
16. What changes would you make to the process and why? 
17. What would you recommend improving the transition planning process? 












Participant Informed Consent Form 
Consent for Virtual Interview 
Recently graduated students, parents, and teachers are invited to participate in a research 
study regarding the Secondary Transition Program. This virtual interview is part of a research 
study conducted by Kelley Sells, as part of her research in pursuant of the degree of Doctorate of 
Educational Leadership from the University of Arkansas at Fayetteville.  
The purpose of this study is to examine, analyze, and compare the perceptions of students 
with mild-moderate disabilities with that of their parents or guardians and their teachers on the 
school system’s efforts in providing a student-centered, future-focused secondary transition 
program. Unfortunately, historically, many special education programs have ignored how 
empowering managing their own learning experiences can be for students. Parents and teachers 
make the choices and goals for the majority of students with learning disabilities with little input 
from the students (Connor, 2012). Connor revealed that to help schools balance the students’ 
current academic needs and prepare them with the skills and knowledge needed within the more 
demanding environments they will enter after high school, Connor (2012) suggested enabling 
students to understand their disability, acknowledge their strengths and weaknesses, and practice 
making decisions. The team also believes to cultivate student agency or ownership, we need to 
first understand their perceptions, as well as the perceptions of their parents and teachers. The 
research significance of this study lies in the gathering of multiple, differing perceptions of 
stakeholders. By looking at our program through the lenses of students, their parents, and their 
teachers, this study will assist the district-level administrators with a clearer and heightened 
understanding of each participant’s view of the transition process, comparing and analyzing 
those views, then determining needed changes to improve the educational and post-secondary 
outcomes for our students. The primary value of this study is that it brings awareness of the 
critical views of students with disabilities which, in turn, allows school officials to make more 
informed decisions. The following questions will guide the study: 
3. In what specific ways does the secondary transition program provide opportunities and 
experiences that are student-centered? 
4. In what specific ways does the secondary transition program provide opportunities and 
experiences that are relevant to the student’s future goals? 
5. What is the role of the transition process in the student’s education? 
6. What do students, parents, and teachers believe can improve the transition process and 
student’s post-secondary outcomes? 
By consenting to participate in this study, you are agreeing to the following: 
1. I understand that my participation is voluntary, and I have the right to decline to 
participate. I understand that if I decide not to participate in the study, I will not be 
penalized. My job will not be affected in any way if I refuse to participate. 
2. I understand there will be no cost associated with my participation. 




4. I understand that during the virtual interview, a video recording device will be used to 
capture the conversation. A transcription service, within the ZOOM platform will also be 
used during the virtual interview. A transcript will be created from the recorded 
interview, individual names and school names will be deleted and replaced with 
pseudonyms to provide anonymity for the final report. The recordings will be destroyed 
upon completion of the study. 
5. I understand that no information that will identify specific individuals or schools will be 
disclosed and the district name will be changed to a pseudonym in the published 
dissertation. 
6. I understand that this research study has been reviewed and approved by the Institutional 
Review Board (IRB) for Studies Involving Human Subjects at the University of 
Arkansas. 
 
For further information or questions, please contact: 
Kelley Sells, Principal Researcher: kmsells@uark.edu  
Dr. Kevin P. Brady, Faculty Advisor: kpbrady@uark.edu  
 
You may also contact the University of Arkansas Research Compliance office listed below if you 
have questions about your rights as a participant, or to discuss any concerns about, or problems 
with the research. 
 
Ro Windwalker, CIP 
Institutional Review Board Coordinator 
Research Compliance 
University of Arkansas 
109 MLKG Building 




I have read the above statements and have been able to ask questions and express concerns, 
which have been satisfactorily responded to by the Principal Researcher. I understand the 
purpose of the study as well as the potential benefits and risks that are involved. I understand that 
participation is voluntary and that I can request a copy of the final report upon completion of the 
dissertation study. I understand that no information that will identify specific individuals or 
schools will be disclosed and the district name will be changed to a pseudonym in the published 
dissertation. I understand that no rights have been waived by signing the consent form. I have 
been given a copy of the consent form and the interview questions prior to scheduling an 
interview time. 
 
________ I consent  
________ I do not consent  
 
_____________________________________________           __________________________ 
118 
 
Printed Name             Title     
 
_____________________________________________           __________________________ 
Signature                   Date 
 
 
 
